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Introduction 
 
We’re closely following the terrible events unfolding in Charlottesville, Virginia. We condemn 
in the strongest possible terms this egregious display of hatred, bigotry and violence on many 
sides, on many sides.1 
 
Yes, I think there is blame on both sides. If you look at both sides – I think there is blame on 
both sides. […] you had some very bad people in that group, but you also had people that were 
very fine people, on both sides. You had people in that group.2 
 
With these words, Donald Trump, President of the United States of America, reacted to the clash 
between right-wing protesters and counter-protesters during the Unite the Right rally – also known as 
the Charlottesville riots – of August 2017. The rally, organized by neo-Nazi and white supremacist 
Nathan Damigo, escalated quickly and eventually one woman lost her life when a protester rammed 
his car into a group of counter-protesters. The attack was later described as domestic terrorism and 
an investigation was started to see if it could be defined as a hate crime. It was the culmination of a 
violent rally, during which racist and anti-Semitic slogans were heard, rifles and pistols were worn by 
many protesters, and multiple controversial flags were carried; among which Confederate battle flags.    
Most controversy, however, revolved around the abovementioned statements of President 
Trump on the escalated rally. Instead of denouncing the alleged white supremacist nature of the rally, 
Trump stated that both sides were to blame. His statements were not well received in the media, by 
the American public or within American politics. More than 60 Democratic and Republican members 
of the Senate and the House of Representatives condemned Trump’s statement, as well as former U.S. 
Presidents such as the late George H.W. Bush and George W. Bush. In the media Trump’s comments 
met accusations ranging from being insufficient to outright showcasing sympathy for white supremacy. 
Trump himself, however, was not impressed with the reaction to his comments on the riots and 
continued defending them in later statements. 
The Unite the Right rally occurred in the first place due to the decision of several municipalities 
in the United States to remove Confederate monuments throughout the country. This decision, in turn, 
                                                          
1 A.D. Holan, ´In Context: President Donald Trump’s Statements on ‘many sides in Charlottesville, Va’ (14-8-
2017). Politifact. Online at: <https://www.politifact.com/truth-o-meter/article/2017/aug/14/context-
president-donald-trumps-saturday-statement/> (Retrieved at 8-12-2018). 
2 ‘Remarks by President Trump on Infrastructure’ (15-8-2017). Online at: 
<https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-infrastructure/> (Retrieved at 
8-12-2018).  
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was the result of the Charleston church shooting of 2015 in which nine churchgoers were shot dead 
by a white supremacist; an act which was eventually defined as a hate crime by the federal court of 
the United States. One result of the nation-wide debate that followed was the decision to remove 
multiple Confederate monuments. Proponents of the removal of Confederate monuments claimed 
that they glorified white supremacy. Those who objected to the removal of these monuments stated 
that they were part of the cultural heritage of the United States: a Confederate culture that is now part 
of the American culture and which should be preserved. This was exactly Trump’s position on the 
matter. He claimed to be: ‘Sad to see the history and culture of our great country being ripped apart 
with the removal of our beautiful statues and monuments.’3 
This controversy surrounding the Confederate monuments shows that the legacy of the 
Confederacy is still subject of a heated discussion in the United States today. Many Americans – 
predominantly in the Southern states – still feel a connection to the self-proclaimed independent 
nation-state that was ultimately defeated in 1865 when the American Civil War came to an end; 
something which is illustrated by the existence of organizations such as the Southern Independence 
Party, the League of the South, and the Sons of Confederate Veterans which harbor a significant 
number of members. Within these organizations the feeling exists that there still is a distinct Southern 
culture. This Southern culture, culminating in the establishment of the Confederate States in 1861, was 
deemed to be very different from the American culture as proclaimed by the United States or, during 
the war, the Union. Some even go so far as to claim a distinct ethnic background from fellow Americans 
in the Northern states and therefore still strive for an independent Southern nation today; a nation to 
be created in the image of the Confederate States, when the Southern states finally, even if for a short 
period of time, claimed their legitimate and independent place among the nations of the world.  
Where does this idea that Southerners are a distinct people from Northerners originate? The 
answer lies in the period leading up to the American Civil War, during which these ideas were most 
actively constructed by Southern intellectuals who felt threatened by the dominant Northern position 
within the Union. These ideas came together during the Civil War, when the Southern people had to 
show that they were indeed different from the Northern people to stake their claim on independent 
nationhood. The idea that Southerners were different from Northerners took a central place in the 
new form of nationalism that the Confederacy created as soon as the war broke out. Different factions 
within the Confederacy were responsible for the creation of this nationalism, of which the government 
was the most important. Did the government make this Confederate nationalism truly ethnic, meaning 
that Southerners were ethnically different from Northerners, or rather civic, meaning that the 
                                                          
3 Trump, Donald J. (realDonaldTrump). ‘’Sad to see the history and culture of our great country being ripped 
apart with the removal of our beautiful statues and monuments. You….’’ (17 August 2017). Tweet. Online at: 
<https://twitter.com/realdonaldtrump/status/898169407213645824>. 
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institutions that stood central in the Northern and Southern society were distinct? That is what this 
thesis will delve into in more detail. The main question, therefore, is: To what extent did the 
Confederate government frame its newfound nationalism in an ethnic or civic manner in relation to its 
citizens during the American Civil War of 1861-65? 
Confederate nationalism has been a well-studied subject of Civil War history. Traditionally, 
research into Confederate nationalism was guided by the knowledge that the Confederate nation-
building project failed in the end. This deterministic approach has led to a distorted practice of 
research, in which Confederate nationalism was predominantly used to show why the Confederacy 
lost the war. Historians assumed that if there was a meaningful Confederate nationalism to talk about 
the South would not have lost the war.4 Therefore, Confederate nationalism was studied in terms of 
strong versus weak. Not much attention was paid to finding out what this nationalism actually 
consisted of.5 Scholars mainly researched the extent to which Southerners thought of themselves as 
Southern nationalists.6 The assessment that not many Southerners saw themselves as such, and the 
fact that the South ultimately lost the war led to the conclusion that there was no genuine form of 
Confederate nationalism. However, these assessments neglected the fact that multiple Southern 
groups and individuals did try to create a unique Confederate nationalism.7 
At the end of the twentieth century, another trend appeared in which Confederate nationalism 
was taken more seriously and was studied as an entity of its own. The strong versus weak discussion 
made room for a study on the content of Confederate nationalism in itself. Some studied the roots of 
Confederate nationalism, some its legacy, while others examined the different manifestations it had 
at the time.8 Confederate nationalism was studied as a process, rather than something fixed, through 
which different conceptions and means of expression were recognized.9 These approaches produced 
valuable new insights, but criticism remained that still Confederate nationalism was studied to too 
large a degree in a ‘national box’. The new overarching trend in historical research in general, a 
                                                          
4 P. Quigley, ‘Confederate Nationalism’ Essential Civil War Curriculum (2013). Online at:  
<https://www.essentialcivilwarcurriculum.com/confederate-nationalism.html> (Retrieved at 8-12-2018). 
Examples of such studies are P. Escott, After Secession: Jefferson Davis and the Failure of Confederate 
Nationalism (Baton Rouge 1978) & R. Beringer, et.al., Why the South Lost the Civil War (Athens 1986). 
5 P. Quigley, Shifting Grounds: Nationalism and the American South, 1848-1865 (New York 2012), 5. 
6 M.T. Bernath, ‘Nationalism’, The Journal of the Civil War Era Forum: The Future of Civil War Era Studies. 
Online at: <https://www.journalofthecivilwarera.org/forum-the-future-of-civil-war-era-studies/the-future-of-
civil-war-era-studies-nationalism/> (Retrieved at 8-12-2018), 1. 
7 I. Binnington, ‘’’They Have Made A Nation’’: Confederates and the Creation of Confederate Nationalism’ 
(Ph.D. Thesis University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign 2004), 94. 
8 M.T. Bernath, ‘Nationalism’. 
9 Quigley, Shifting Grounds, 5 & Bernath, ‘Nationalism’, 1. Examples are A.S. Rubin, A Shattered Nation: The Rise 
and Fall of the Confederacy, 1861-1868 (Chapel Hill 2007) and M.T. Bernath, Confederate Minds: The Struggle 
for Intellectual Independence in the Civil War South (Chapel Hill 2010). 
5 
 
transnational or global approach, was deemed necessary to truly understand Confederate nationalism 
in its broader context. 
Thus, at the start of the twenty-first century, the latest historiographical trend appeared in 
which Confederate nationalism was studied in a transnational – predominantly transatlantic – sphere. 
Relations between both the Union and the Confederacy and the European powers helped place the 
Civil War in a broader context. An interesting debate in this regard was published as ‘Interchange: 
Nationalism and Internationalism in the Era of the Civil War’, which aimed ‘to explore the extent to 
which the American Civil War was […] a central event in global history and to examine how the 
construction of the American nation was related to the global processes of national formation in the 
mid-nineteenth century’.10 Participants of the debate concluded that studies into Civil War nationalism 
would greatly benefit from a transnational approach. This new historiographical trend has offered 
extremely valuable insights and has long since proven its worth for studies of the Civil War and Civil 
War nationalism specifically.11 However, the transnational approach runs the risk of neglecting or, at 
the least, downgrading the importance of the national level in the formulation of Civil War nationalism. 
Therefore, a reflection on these recent transnational insights is needed by studying them in a 
more national context once again. To be sure, Civil War nationalism has also recently been studied 
from a national perspective with the transnational dimension in mind.  Historian Paul Quigley, for 
example, studied in his Shifting Grounds: Nationalism and the American South the rise of Confederate 
nationalism and both the formation of nationalism on the national and transnational level. Another 
example is historian James McPherson’s article ‘’’Two Irreconcilable Peoples’’? Ethnic Nationalism in 
the Confederacy’, in which he studied the way Confederate nationalism took shape during the Civil 
War. However, both authors predominantly used a cultural, bottom-up approach and paid most 
attention to the civil society sphere and the impact this nationalistic message had on the American 
citizens. Little attention is paid to government’s efforts to enhance nationalism among its citizens. This 
is remarkable due to the fact that the official transnational message of Confederate nationalism was 
constructed by this Southern government. 
Furthermore, in the recent historiography on Civil War nationalism a rigid distinction is made 
between Northern and Southern nationalism in terms of ethnic and civic nationalism. In his ‘’’Two 
Irreconcilable Peoples’’’ and ‘Was Blood Thicker than Water? Ethnic and Civic Nationalism in the 
American Civil War’, McPherson claims that Northern nationalism was almost solely of a civic nature 
while Southern nationalism was based on the ethnic variant. This argument was elaborated in historian 
                                                          
10 D. Armitage, et.al., ‘Interchange; Nationalism and Internationalism in the Era of the Civil War’, The Journal of 
American History Vol. 98 (2) (2011), 455-489, 455. 
11 Examples are J. Nagler, D.H. Doyle & M. Gräser (eds.), The Transnational Significance of the American Civil 
War (Cham 2016) and D.H. Doyle, The Cause of All Nations: An International History of the American Civil War 
(New York 2013). 
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Andre Fleche’s The Revolution of 1861, in which he claims that the Confederate government’s 
definition of its nationalism was on purpose constructed in an ethnic manner because that would most 
effectively appeal to the European powers. A similar argument is made by Quigley who states that 
even though the Confederacy could not convincingly create an ethnic form of nationalism, it did try.12 
The argument is convincing, but what about the form of nationalism that the Confederate government 
conveyed at home? It is not a given that formulations of nationalism abroad are as effective at home 
with regard to one’s own citizens. It seems logical, even, that at home another definition of nationalism 
was needed to appeal to Southern citizens. 
The goal of this study is to find out to what extent the Confederate government used an ethnic 
or civic approach in formulating their new-found nationalism and ‘’selling’’ it to their citizens. A study 
of this kind has not been done before, and brings a more nuanced view on the use of ethnic and/or 
civic portrayals of nationalism by the Confederate government during the Civil War years. The 
predominant focus on the transnational dimension of Civil War ethnic and civic nationalism has as of 
yet overlooked the ‘’national’’ dimension; studying this dimension might bring new findings on the 
nationalist rhetoric as used by the Confederate government between 1861 and 1865 to light. This 
would complement the current transnational trend which has already shown its tremendous value to 
the historiographical debate on Civil War nationalism. Furthermore, this study will question the degree 
to which the present-day definition of ethnic and civic nationalism is applicable to the nationalist 
efforts of the Confederate government. In this manner, the usability of the distinction between both 
forms of nationalism in general will be assessed. 
The sources used for this study can roughly be divided into two categories: official documents 
and speeches comprise one, symbols the other. Examples of sources from the first category are 
resolutions, acts, regulations, constitutions, speeches and pamphlets that were issued by the 
government or government officials between 1860 and 1865. Examples of sources from the second 
category are national flags, the official seal, the official motto, national bank notes and national 
postage stamps. Together, these sources will provide information needed to revive an image of 
Confederate nationalism as conveyed to the Southern people by the government. A question one can 
ask regarding official documents is how many citizens truly read them. Unfortunately, as historian Ian 
Binnington has acknowledged as well, this is almost impossible to assess. Rarely can one find reports 
that show what people read at the time.13 This should not pose too much of a problem, however, 
because the goal of this study is not to assess the reach of the nationalistic message of the government 
but the actual content of this message. A notable question regarding the official speeches is to what 
                                                          
12 Quigley, Shifting Grounds. 
13 Binnington, ‘’’They Have Made A Nation’’’, 38. 
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extent these officials truly meant what they said. Again, this is almost impossible to assess. 
Furthermore, it does not truly matter whether these officials meant what they said; it is about what 
they said and how this helped create a nationalistic narrative. 
The sources that were used in this thesis were selected for two reasons. The first reason is a 
practical one: availability. Much primary material from the Civil War period can only be found in the 
United States itself, leading to a main reliance on digitalized sources. Fortunately, many of the main 
documents and speeches of the Confederate government and its main officials were available online 
and all that could be accessed has been thoroughly studied. However, it is difficult to assess what part 
of the total amount of (official) source material is missing. Nevertheless, the scope of the sources used 
in this thesis, their varying nature, and their importance for Confederate nationalism lead me to believe 
that, through contextualization, a convincing portrait of said nationalism has been sketched. The 
second reason for the chosen selection of sources is their importance for Confederate nationalism. 
Many groups and individual inside and outside of the Confederate government played a major role in 
the creation of Confederate nationalism. Those who had the most impact on the message that was 
ultimately brought forward to the Southern people were, however, the main government officials.14 
In this study, a special place is reserved for the President of the Confederacy, Jefferson Davis, and his 
vice-President Alexander H. Stephens. No other officials represented the government more when it 
came to the nationalistic message that was created and their speeches were, as Binnington stated, the 
‘most widely disseminated’ of all.15 Even though the statements of these officials did not represent the 
beliefs of all individual Confederate officials, they did represent the overarching government’s stance. 
Therefore, in my opinion, these speeches in combination with the documents that were issued directly 
by the Confederate government embody the nationalistic message that was conveyed to the Southern 
people. 
A present-day study of nationalism cannot come to fruition without mentioning the 
foundational works in the field from philosopher Ernest Gellner and the historians Eric Hobsbawm and 
Benedict Anderson.16 These works have set the tone for the exploration of nationalism. Especially 
Anderson’s Imagined Communities has been recognized as a ground-breaking work on the subject. All 
three scholars agree that nationalism is a construct. Where Gellner and Hobsbawm speak of ‘invention’ 
and ‘fabrication’, Anderson speaks of ‘imagining’ and ‘creation’. Their main assessment is that 
                                                          
14 These main government officials were the members of the Cabinet of the Confederate States of America. 
This includes the President, the vice-President, the Secretary of State, the Secretary of Treasury, the Secretary 
of War, the Attorney General, the Secretary of the Navy, and the Postmaster General. 
15 Binnington, ‘’’They Have Made A Nation’’’, 81. 
16 E. Gellner, Nations and Nationalism (Oxford 1983), E.J. Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism Since 1780 
(Cambridge 1990), & B. Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism 
(London 1991). 
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nationalism is a modern phenomenon, inextricably linked with the emergence of the nation state. 
Nationalism helped create these nations through the adoption of pre-existing cultures or cultural 
elements or through the invention or imagining of distinctiveness. All of this was triggered by 
industrialization which necessitated the creation of nations and nationalism. At a first glance, the case 
of Confederate nationalism seems to fit into these ideas because imagination would be the only way 
in which the Confederate government could demonstrate its right to nationality due to similarities with 
the North. However, Anderson, Gellner, and Hobsbawm do leave some questions unanswered. For 
example, how did one proceed with creating nationalism? What elements did nationalism consist of? 
Or, what means were adopted to achieve the goal of nationality? All three scholars give some general 
insights into these questions but do not delve deeply into the content of nationalism or the methods 
to achieve a nationalistic narrative.  
The way in which this study will move beyond Anderson, Gellner, and Hobsbawm is by delving 
into the aforementioned question through the use of theories as ‘othering’, ‘framing’ and theories 
from the field of heritage studies. Next to looking at nationalism as a construct, this study will regard 
nationalism as something that is constantly in motion: a construct that can be adapted at will when 
the situation asks for it. For the concept of ‘othering’ I have used theories of historian Nancy Wingfield 
who states that the ‘Other […] is part of the process of symbolic exclusion’. Winfield calls the ‘other’ a 
‘general expression that applies to situations in which linguistic and other cultural differences are 
recognized’. In the creation of this ‘other’, historic myths of a people or nation are used to create 
‘enemy images’ that are often stereotyped and dehumanized.17 In other words, a picture is painted of 
an enemy that does not stroke with reality in order to distinguish one’s own group from another group 
of people. For the concept of framing, works of linguist and philosopher George Lakoff have been 
especially valuable. Lakoff calls ‘frames’ the ‘mental structures that shape the way we view the world’. 
He furthermore assesses that ‘Enveloping words in a perspective, a frame, provides a ready-made 
relationship between words, concepts and consequences that enables even those who don’t 
understand the idea to ‘’explain’’ or convey that idea and its ‘’implications’’ to other people’.18 In other 
words, through framing one can create an image that is easy to understand and support by the people 
the so-called framer wants to influence. The theories of heritage studies will be elaborated on in the 
first chapter. These three concepts will help explain why nationalism is not merely a construct but a 
construct that is ever changing and adapting. 
Three terms require a detailed definition because of their key role in this study, namely ethnic 
nationalism, civic nationalism and citizenship. For ethnic and civic nationalism I will use the definitions 
                                                          
17 N. Wingfield, Creating the Other: Ethnic Conflict and Nationalism in Habsburg Central Europe (New York 
2005), 1-3. 
18 G. Lakoff, Don’t Think of an Elephant!: Know Your Values and Frame the Debate (White River Junction 2010). 
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as used by McPherson in his ‘Two Irreconcilable Peoples’ due to a similar use of these concepts in this 
study. Ethnic nationalism can be understood as ‘the sense of identity and loyalty shared by a group of 
people united among themselves and distinguished from others by one or more of the following 
factors: language, religion, culture, and, perhaps most important but also most nebulous, a belief in a 
common genetic descent of the group.’19 Civic nationalism, on the other hand, can be defined as 
‘common citizenship and collective allegiance to a set of legal and political institutions forged by 
historical experience.’20 The main difference between the two forms of nationalism is that ethnic 
nationalism revolves around a common descent of a group of people while civic nationalism revolves 
around a common allegiance to state elements such as the flag or the Constitution. For the concept of 
citizenship the definition used by Quigley in his influential work on citizenship during the American 
Civil War, Shifting Grounds, will be used. Here, Quigley concluded that citizenship revolves around 
‘Ideas about how the individual relates to the nation, what obligations membership in a nation-state 
imposes upon individuals, and how personal and national identities shape one another’.21 A definition 
of citizenship is needed due to the main role the relationship between the state and the individual 
during the war played in the creation of Confederate nationalism by the Confederate government. 
On the scale of a quantitative-qualitative approach, this study can be placed slightly on the 
qualitative side. Even though this study focusses on the frequency of a certain kind of rhetoric used by 
the Confederate government and its main officials, no true quantitative analysis is made. This study 
focuses on the meaning that the government’s rhetoric had and the question whether it should be 
regarded as an ethnic or civic manifestation of nationalism, making it predominantly a qualitative 
study. This approach led to a thematic set-up based on four themes that were crucial to the 
nationalistic narrative created by the Confederate government. These themes are: heritage, principles, 
institutions, and religion. These themes have been selected due to their frequent recurrence in the 
government´s message and due to their relation with the concepts of ethnic and civic nationalism. 
Heritage and religion in theory fit into an ethnic form of nationalism, principles and institution into a 
civic form of nationalism. The use of these concepts and the extent to which they were used in either 
an ethnic and civic manner says much about the adaptive and ever changing nature of nationalism in 
a broader sense. 
In each of the following four chapters, these themes will be elaborated on in detail. First I will 
assess the role these themes play in theories of nationalism. Then the use of these concepts in the 
transnational sphere will be laid out, showing whether they were used in this sphere in an ethnic or 
                                                          
19 J.M. McPherson, ‘‘’Two Irreconcilable Peoples’’? Ethnic Nationalism in the Confederacy’ in D.T. Gleeson & S. 
Lewis (eds.) The Civil War as a Global Conflict (Columbia 2014), 85-86. 
20 McPherson, ‘’’Two Irreconcilable Peoples’’?’, 86. 
21 Quigley, Shifting Grounds, 12. 
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civic manner. Then, the use of these concepts at home during the Civil War by the Confederate 
government will be researched. Much attention will be paid at finding out whether and how this use 
changed as the war progressed and, most importantly, how these findings relate to the concepts of 
ethnic and civic nationalism. The goal of this approach is to find out how the Confederate government 
used an ethnic and/or civic rhetoric to better suit their needs at different periods during the war. As 
shall be seen, the use of these four themes indeed did change over time, and the Confederate 
government made each more ethnic or more civic when it deemed it necessary to bolster support for 
the war effort. In other words, the aim of this study is to question the rigid distinction between ethnic 
and civic nationalism and, once again, illustrate the complex dynamics of nationalism on the basis of 
Civil War history. 
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Chapter I: Heritage 
 
On this the birthday of the man most identified with the establishment of American 
independence, and beneath the monument erected to commemorate his heroic virtues and 
those of his compatriots, we have assembled to usher into existence the Permanent 
Government of the Confederate States. Through this instrumentality, under the favor of Divine 
Providence, we hope to perpetuate the principles of our revolutionary fathers.22 
 
The man of whom Jefferson Davis speaks during his second inaugural address, and on whose birthday 
this speech was – not incidentally – given, was George Washington. Washington was, most of all 
Founding Fathers, seen as the ‘Father of the United States’. As the Commander in Chief of the 
Continental Army during the American Revolution and afterwards as the first President of the United 
States, Washington became the person around whom American nationalism was constructed and he 
impersonated the greatest virtues that the United States stood for. The fact that Davis opened with a 
commemoration of Washington in this address illustrated the prominent position the heritage of the 
Founding Fathers had in Confederate nationalism. The combination of this heritage and other 
elements of Confederate nationalism, their principles and religion, underlines this assessment. 
However, during the American Civil War, Washington’s heritage became a contested one. Both sides 
of the conflict, the Union as well as the Confederacy, claimed the same: their nation was the only 
legitimate successor of the one that Washington established in 1789. 
This chapter will assess the role heritage played in the constructed distinction between the 
North and the South by the Confederate government. The element of heritage was one of the most 
important – if not the most important – element(s) that the Confederate government based its 
nationalism on. The problem the Confederate government had to deal with was the fact that this 
perceived heritage was shared with the enemy. Thus using heritage as a distinguishing factor between 
the North and the South was difficult. This does not mean that the Confederate government did not 
try, and when necessary it successfully framed it as such. At times, this even came close to an ethnic 
distinction. 
The heritage that Confederates claimed to be their own referred to the core values of 
American nationalism as established by the Founding Fathers. Their legacy was what the Confederacy 
was based on, and the Confederate nation at large was the continuation of the nation the Founding 
Fathers had established after the Revolutionary War. In this chapter, the focus will not lie on the actual 
                                                          
22 ‘Jefferson Davis’ Second Inaugural Address’ (22 February 1862) in The Papers of Jefferson Davis at Rice 
University. Online at: <https://jeffersondavis.rice.edu/archives/documents/jefferson-davis-second-inaugural-
address> (Retrieved at 8-12-2018). 
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content of the Founding Father’s heritage. Rather, the focus will lie on the larger picture of this 
heritage, the claim to be the true descendants of the Founding Fathers, and the question whether or 
not this descent was shared with the North. During the antebellum years, this heritage played a major 
role in American nationalism and therefore was a unifying element between all individual states. This 
made a civil war inconceivable to many Americans.23 From the period of secession onwards, however, 
this American heritage became a source of contention. 
It is not surprising that the element of heritage as such played a prominent role in the form of 
nationalism that the Confederacy constructed. The field of heritage studies has long proven the 
importance of the concept for the creation of nationalism. Historian and co-founder of the discipline 
of heritage studies David Lowenthal has shown that heritage has always been crucial for the fabrication 
of nationalism; especially for newly established states. Referring to a unique heritage legitimizes the 
existence of a state. Furthermore, heritage unites a people and rallies them behind a common cause. 
Even though this heritage is not ‘’real’’, in the sense that is exists as an entity in our natural world, it is 
often perceived as such. In reality, heritage is continuously being reshaped and made easier to 
embrace. It does not matter if the affected people know that their heritage is constructed; it merely 
has to feel real. If it does and when this heritage feels unique, people will eagerly believe it to be true 
and be willing to defend it.24 Thus the construction of heritage works both in- and exclusive. In this 
construction there is a tension between history and heritage. The latter can use the former by cherry-
picking those elements that are most useful for the desired message.25 The heritage that the 
Confederate government staked its claim on is no exception. 
According to McPherson, heritage is one of the most important elements of an ethnic form of 
nationalism. Through claiming a unique heritage, a group of people can convincingly claim to be 
ethnically distinct from another group of people.  Examples hereof are abundant. So in theory, 
McPherson implies that heritage is not part of a civic form of nationalism.  As the case of the American 
Civil War will show, this assessment is somewhat problematic. McPherson overlooks the distinction 
between the actual content of ones heritage and the purpose that this constructed heritage serves. 
The one can be either ethnic or civic while the other can at the same time be the opposite. For example, 
one’s heritage can predominantly contain civic nationalist elements while the use of this heritage in 
one’s message can be of an ethnic nature. Can this nationalist message then be called either truly 
ethnic or civic? Can the concept of heritage in general? In this chapter, as aforementioned, the focus 
lies not on the actual content of the Confederate heritage. Elements of this content will be elaborated 
                                                          
23 E.L. Ayers, In the Presence of Mine Enemies: War in the Heart of America, 1859-1863 (New York 2004), XIX. 
24 D. Lowenthal, ´Fabricating Heritage´, History & Memory Vol. 10 (1) (1998), 5-24, 13-14 & 19, & D. Lowenthal, 
‘Heritage and History: Rivals and Partners in Europe’ in J.R. Gillis (ed.), Commemorations: The Politics of 
National Identity (Princeton 1994), 29. 
25 Lowenthal, ‘Fabricating Heritage’, 7-8. 
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on in later chapters. Here, the focus lies on the element of descendance. The idea that the Southern 
people as a whole descent from another group of people: the Founding Fathers’ generation. This is, in 
essence, an ethnic statement. However, the fact that this heritage was shared with Northerners made 
a distinction in this regard problematic. Both the North and the South could convincingly stake their 
claim on the same heritage. Then how did the Confederate government use this concept of heritage 
in their nationalistic message? 
In the transatlantic arena, the Confederate government understood that proving to the 
European powers that the Southern people were a distinct people was crucial for securing 
independence.26 International recognition would most likely follow if such ethnic distinctiveness from 
the North could be proved, and international recognition would mean independence.27 However, how 
do you argue to be a distinct people from a group of people with whom you jointly secured 
independence not even a century ago? The most common argument was that living together in one 
state did not mean that the entire people or population was the same.28 Southern diplomats did 
everything in their power to prove the existence of a distinct Southern culture to the European powers. 
How did the government go about this task at home? Surely this would be a much more difficult 
undertaking when most of the Southern people still felt a strong sense of allegiance towards the United 
States and everything that nation stood for? 
During the period of secession, Confederates started referring to the Founding Father and their 
legacy to justify the Southern separation from the Union. References that were made mostly looked 
at the rule of law: something that was not very surprising during this stage of the conflict. As historian 
Jon Wakelyn has argued, political leaders (as well as cultural and religious ones) were conscious of the 
legality of their actions. The laws of society greatly concerned them.29 The most effective way of 
justifying secession was, therefore, referring to the almost sacred documents of the founding of the 
United States: documents that were revered throughout the entire nation. Judah P. Benjamin’s ‘The 
Right of Secession’ is a compelling example, in which he argued that secession was entirely justified by 
the Declaration of Independence and the United States Constitution. According to Benjamin, the right 
of self-government ‘grows out of the Constitution, and is not in violation of it.’30 These were the first, 
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but definitely not the last references to the heritage of the Founding Fathers by Confederate political 
leaders. 
At this point in time, during the period of secession and the first months of the war, the 
Confederate government did not yet claim a true distinctiveness between the North and the South 
through their heritage. Instead, it claimed to have always been proud Americans alongside its Northern 
former countrymen.31 This feeling did not immediately disappear after secession. In fact, Southerners 
still identified themselves as Americans and Southerners at the same time.32 Confederate officials 
understood this fact and even emphasized this allegiance to the United States in speeches and 
pamphlets. In this manner, they tried to convince the Southern people that secession was not a true 
separation from the nation that was still was dear to many Southerners. By emphasizing a reluctance 
to leave the Union and promising continuity instead of radical change once separated, the Confederate 
cause was made easier to swallow for Southerners who doubted whether or not to support it. This 
fitted neatly into the existing use of the element of heritage. 
Thus, instead of distancing themselves from the Union and Northerners, Confederate officials 
showed a continuing affinity with said Union and Northerners. Alexander H. Stephens, for example, 
stated in a speech before the Virginia Secession Convention in 1861 that he had always been attached 
to the Union. He continued by stating that there ‘never breathed a human spirit on the soil of America 
more strongly and devoutly attached to the Union of our fathers than I’.33 A similar statement is made 
by John H. Reagan, who claimed that Southerners had always ‘loved and cherished the Union’.34 Both 
officials went on to say that they reluctantly felt forced to leave the Union. If that which the United 
States had always stood for was not threatened by the newly appointed government, both Stephens 
and Reagan would gladly have remained loyal to the Union and willing to fight for its cause. In other 
words, the South did not leave the Union because it no longer wanted to be affiliated with the Northern 
people; it did so because it felt that the values of the Founding Fathers were under threat. The 
Confederacy would protect these values, making the Confederate cause conservative in nature 
through an advocation of preserving the Founder’s heritage instead of changing it. 
In his last speeches as a citizen of the Union and his first as a Confederate, Jefferson Davis also 
claimed to still feel connected to the Union. Davis had always been proud of the achievements of the 
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Union and Northerners specifically, and stated to leave the Union with the ‘goodwill’ that Northern 
‘prosperity’ would continue.35 Furthermore, he himself and Southerners in general always had and 
probably always would feel a connection to the United States’ flag. Southern soldiers had always 
reflected their ‘brave spirits’ upon that flag, while Davis himself reluctantly took leave of ‘that object 
of early affection and proud association’ which he had always hailed ‘with the rising’ and blessed ‘with 
the setting sun’.36 Thus an affinity with their former country, countrymen, and its civic nationalist 
symbols would remain. A true distinction with Northerners was not yet advocated. 
Confederate officials reinforced the supposed affinity between Northerners and Southerners 
in this period of the war by stating that they were each other’s brothers. During a speech at Georgia, 
Robert Toombs called Southerners the ‘obedient and profitable brethren’ of Northerners.37 Even 
though the tone of the rest of the speech was harsh, Toombs recognized the connection between the 
North and South. This was not any connection; it was a brotherly one. This relationship is also 
acknowledged by Davis, who stated before Northerners that the Founding Fathers were ‘our fathers’ 
and that Northerners and Southerners were ‘brethren’. He recognized the ‘common origins’ of all 
Americans and hoped that this would ensure a peaceful future relationship.38 The same goes for Robert 
M.T. Hunter, who also spoke of the Union of ‘our fathers’ and of the brotherly relationship between 
North and South. But Hunter went even further when asking the following: ‘Is it to be supposed that 
any Anglo-Saxon people, people of our own blood and race, would submit to such demands?’.39 Even 
though the question referred to the, in Southern eyes, ridiculous Northern demand that the South was 
to remain in the Union, Hunter acknowledged the fact that all Americans were of the same ‘race’, in 
essence denying any ethnic distinctiveness between the North and the South.  
The abovementioned rhetoric by Confederate officials shows that at this point of the conflict 
an ethnic distinction between the North and the South was not yet made when it comes to the heritage 
the Confederacy was based upon. Even though these officials claimed that the Confederacy was 
established to carry on the heritage of the Founding Fathers which was violated by the North, the 
connection between Northerners and Southerners was not denied. In fact, they remained ‘brethren’ 
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with ‘common origins’ and of the same ‘blood and race’ and thus the ethnic connection was 
reaffirmed. However, stating that only the Confederacy would continue the values of the Founding 
Fathers indirectly meant that the Confederacy, not the North, would remain true to these civic 
nationalist values. Here, a distinction, albeit a subtle one, was made. Southerners set themselves apart 
from Northerners in this sense, by framing their nationalism in the image of American nationalism. It 
showed the conservative nature of the Confederacy and thus made the Southern cause much easier 
to support for those who still felt unsure about their loyalty. 
As multiple scholars have assessed, there were major problems with labelling the Southern 
cause conservative by the Confederate government towards its own citizens. Quigley has called this 
the problem of continuity versus novelty. Too little continuity would strain the Southerners’ ties to the 
new Confederate nation in favor of their remaining attachment to the United States; too much 
continuity and the Confederate claim of a distinct national identity would be jeopardized.40 During 
secession this was not truly a problem yet, but the situation changed when the war broke out. Now 
people were forced to choose between loyalty to the former Union or loyalty to the new Confederacy. 
In their quest to convince the Southern people to choose for the latter, the Confederate government 
decided to slowly but increasingly detach itself from the former Union. This was done on many levels 
(many of which will be delved into in later chapters) and in various ways, all of which having an impact 
on the nationalistic message of the government. 
The element of heritage was no exception in this respect, and the Confederate government 
increasingly tried to show after the war commenced that the new Southern nation had the sole right 
to claim the heritage of the Founding Fathers as its own. The first step to do so was by showing that 
the South did and the North did not appreciate its heritage. Davis claimed as much during his speech 
at Richmond, where he stated that the North was incapable of appreciating the ‘richest inheritance 
that ever fell to man’.41 Its violation of the values and rights which were established by the Founding 
Fathers exemplified this. The South, however, did appreciate this heritage and always had and always 
would protect it. This made the Southern people, united in the Confederate States, the only legitimate 
successors of the Founding Fathers and the only legitimate inheritors of their legacy. The subtle 
distancing that began during secession was increasingly reinforced. 
Another way in which the Confederate government showed that its nation was the only true 
successor of the United States as founded in 1789 was by drawing parallels between the Founding 
Fathers’ cause and the Southern cause. One of the first times that an indirect link was made between 
both causes was Judah P. Benjamin’s rejection of labelling secession as being treason during his 
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Farewell Address before the U.S. Congress, a mere month before the war broke out. Benjamin 
passionately argued that if the Southern cause could be called treason, it would be ‘just such a treason 
as encircles with a sacred halo the undying name of Washington.’42 Northerners were dared to call 
secession treason, because if they did they indirectly called the revolution treason as well. A more 
explicit parallel between both causes was made by Davis in his Second Inaugural Address, in which he 
stated that the Southern people were in arms ‘to renew such sacrifices as our fathers made to the holy 
cause of constitutional liberty’.43 In essence, Davis claimed that the Southern cause of the Civil War 
was the same as the American cause in the Revolutionary War. In a speech at Richmond a year later, 
this comparison was made even more explicit: ‘It is true you have a cause which binds you together 
more firmly than your fathers were. They fought to be free from the usurpations of the British crown, 
but they fought against a manly foe. You fight against the offscourings of the earth.’.44 Not only were 
the Southern and American cause linked by Davis, the cause of the North and Britain was as well. In 
fact, the Northern cause was claimed to be even worse than the British cause a century earlier.  
Such rhetoric shows that in the period following secession the distinction between the North 
and the South in terms of heritage was gradually increased. The connection between the Founding 
Fathers and the South was constantly reaffirmed while the North was increasingly distanced from that 
heritage. The ‘fundamental contradiction in Confederate ideology’ of comparing a conservative move 
for independence with a revolution, as identified by historian George Rable, was deemed insufficient 
to stop the use of this rhetoric by the Confederate government.45 In this manner, the Confederate 
government was able to frame its nationalism in such a way that it, opposed to Northern nationalism, 
fitted into the ideas of the Founding Fathers. The appeal of this nationalistic message to the Southern 
people was great. The civic distinction between Northerners and Southerners that was made before 
was enlarged. However, an ethnic distinction in this regard was not made. 
As the war progressed, the Southern government increasingly distinguished the Southern 
people from the Northern people. According to historian Susan-Mary Grant, the North was increasingly 
accused of being a threat to the American national ideal.46 Were Northerners still called ´brethren´ 
during secession, in the following years such affiliations diminished rapidly. In 1861, President Davis 
already labelled Northerners as those with whom the South was ´so recently associated´ and their 
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actions as ´barbarous´ or ´savage´, and stated that the South should rejoice to be separated from 
them.47 From this point on, such rhetoric gained ground rapidly, spurred by the intensity and hardships 
of the war. In his Second Inaugural Address, Davis reminded Southerners that the ‘malignity and 
barbarity’ of the Northern states show that both sides can never be reunited again.48 In the same year, 
an official resolution was adopted that reaffirmed just this position. In this resolution, Congress 
declared the ‘unalterable determination’ of the Southern people to never ‘affiliate with a people who 
are guilty of an invasion of their soil and the butchery of their citizens’.49 Although a past affiliation was 
not denied, the separation of Northerners and Southerners was made definite in this manner. 
Although President Davis was not the only high-ranking government official to use such terms 
to distinguish the North from the South, he was the most influential one and he did so most frequently. 
His most important speech in this regard was given at Jackson in 1862. The goal of his speech was 
proving that there ‘is indeed a difference between the two peoples’. Davis wondered why the Southern 
people consented to ‘live for so long a time in association with such miscreants’ and to have ‘loved so 
much a government rotten to the core’. Northerners had proved through their ‘savage manner’ in this 
war to be ‘barbarous enemies’. He even, for the first time, called Northerners ‘Yankees’, the favourite 
characterization of Northerners in the civil society sphere. Northern troops were characterized as the 
‘brutal soldiery’ from the North, consisting of ‘dirty Yankee invaders’.50 But the most compelling 
statement by Davis was the following: 
 
Our enemies are a traditionless and a homeless race; from the time of Cromwell to the present 
moment they have been disturbers of the peace of the world. Gathered together by Cromwell 
from the bogs and fens of the North of Ireland and of England, they commenced by disturbing 
the peace of their own country; they disturbed Holland, to which they fled, and they disturbed 
England on their return. They persecuted Catholics in England, and they hung Quakers and 
witches in America.51 
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Each of these three characterizations as used by Davis – the ´barbarous´ Northerners, ‘Yankees’, and 
the ‘traditionless’ Northerners – carried different meanings. 
The first characterization, the ´barbaric´ nature of Northerners, was a favorite classification of 
Northerners by the Southern government. According to McPherson, such derogatory terms for 
Northerners carried ethnic overtones.52 The use of such terms constructed a tangible distinction with 
the North. The same goes for the second characterization: ‘Yankee’. From the mouth of Southerners, 
McPherson argued, ‘Yankee’ was also an ethnic slur.53 It was a derogatory term, popular amongst 
soldiers and in the civil society sphere, but not often used by high-ranking government officials . It is, 
therefore, interesting that the President himself resorted to it during this speech. At that place and 
time, Davis must have felt pressed to ethnically distinguish the North from the South. 
The third, and arguably most interesting, characterization was the classification of Northerners 
as a ‘traditionless and homeless race’ descending from Cromwell54. This ‘race’ descending from 
Cromwell refers to the age-old debate of Puritans versus Cavaliers. This debate was a favourite one 
among antebellum Southern intellectuals, and concerned the idea that the clash between North and 
South originated from the clash of Puritans and Cavaliers in England.55 The debate carried a religious 
connotation (which will be delved into in chapter four) and a racial connotation. The racial connotation 
related to the ‘myth of separate origins’ according to which Northerners supposedly descended from 
Puritans who in turn descended from Saxons, while Southerners descended from Cavaliers who in turn 
descended from Normans. Southerners identified themselves with this noble, stronger race, while 
Northerners were deemed to be subservient and weaker. Such identification of Southerners as 
Cavaliers has long been debunked but, as McPherson convincingly argued, this does not matter in the 
fabrication of nationalism.56 Here, as Lowenthal claimed as well when it comes to heritage, it does not 
matter if it is untrue; people only have to believe it to be true. As such, this claim of such a heroic 
heritage had the potential to strike home among the Southern people. 
Davis’s use of the Puritan versus Cavalier debate is his clearest attempt to ethnically distinguish 
Northerner and Southerners from each other. This ‘myth of separate origins’, as Grant says, was 
already very popular in the civil society sphere (even before secession) but it was the first time Davis 
referred to it himself.57 Ties with their former ‘brethren’ were now almost completely severed. 
Northerners and Southerners did share the heritage of the Founding Fathers, but upon a closer look 
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back in time the South’s separate descendance became clear. Thus, unlike, or perhaps because of, the 
civic distinction based on loyalty to the heritage of the Founding Fathers, now an ethnic distinction was 
made by referring to Southern descendance of a race that differed from the one Northerners could 
claim. This ethnic distinction came late, and was spurred on by the increased hardships of the war. The 
result for Confederate nationalism was that the element of heritage was used in both a civic and an 
ethnic manner. Confederate nationalism was reframed when the civic distinction sufficed no longer 
and an ethnic one was deemed necessary.  In other words, in this case the civic distinction in terms of 
heritage flowed into an ethnic distinction: showing how both concepts can interchangeably be used in 
a nationalistic message. 
In the remaining years of the conflict, at times a harsher message was resorted to and at times 
a more conciliatory tone was adopted by the Confederate government regarding the North-South 
relationship. This had consequences for the nationalist message regarding heritage, which sometimes 
was more civic and at other moments more ethnic. In general, Northerners were still classified as being 
barbaric while it was reaffirmed at a regular basis that the North and South could never be reunited 
again.58 There are, however, examples of conciliatory references to Northerners. An example is the 
Address of Congress to the People of the Confederate States of 1864. Even though this Address 
contained the statement that the South would never unite again with the North, not all Northerners 
were deemed to be barbarians. It was acknowledged that ‘the mass of the northern people’ did not 
sympathize with their governments hostilities to the South. ‘Brave and earnest men’ in the North had 
spoken out against their government’s ‘usurpations and cruelties’. This gave the Confederate 
government hope that peaceful negotiations might one day occur to end this ‘unnecessary war’.59 This 
statement, in one of the most important addresses of the Confederate government to its citizens, 
shows that there was not one universal message regarding the nature of the Northern people.  
References to the heritage that the Confederacy was based on according to the Confederate 
government also found their way to the official Confederate symbols. Only the heritage of the 
Founding Fathers was referred to; the mystic Cavalier descent was not used in Confederate symbols. 
The heritage of the Founding Fathers and the nation they had established after the revolution came to 
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the fore in multiple ways. One example is the official Confederate currency, on which Washington was 
featured four times. This is almost as much as Davis himself, who appeared on six bills. All appearances 
of Washington occurred on the first four series of Confederate bills. After that, at the end of 1862, the 
Confederate government chose to ‘Confederatize’ their currency. Nationalistic images that were 
difficult to call uniquely Southern – as the heritage of the Founding Fathers was – made room for other 
Southern images. In other words, as historian Steven Boyd concluded, Washington made place for 
Davis.60  
Nevertheless, Washington’s appearance in 
the first years of the war on Confederate bills shows 
the importance of the Founding Fathers for 
Confederate nationalism. The same goes for postal 
stamps, of which only nine variants were created. Of 
those nine, three contained the likeliness of two 
Founding Fathers: Washington (one time) and 
Thomas Jefferson (two times). The relationship 
between the nation of the Founding Fathers and the Confederate States was made tangible. Another 
symbol that referred to the United States as founded in 1789 and which also showed the conservative 
nature of the Confederate cause was the first Confederate national flag. The ‘Stars and Bars’, adopted 
on March 4, 1861, greatly resembled the ‘Stars and Stripes’ of the former Union (see figure 1). In the 
first period of the conflict, many Southerners wanted to retain the ‘Stars and Stripes’ as their national 
flag, or at least something that resembled the flag. They still felt a sense of allegiance to it and were 
reluctant to distance themselves from this important symbol.61 Such continuity preserved their 
Fathers’ heritage. Thus a flag was adopted in the likeness of the former flag of the Union. In the first 
months after adoption, the flag was very popular among the Southern people. Soon, however, criticism 
rose about the likeliness with the flag of the enemy (in a sentimental as well as military sense).62 
Therefore, in May, 1863, the ‘Stainless Banner’ became the second Confederate national flag (see 
figure 6). Thus once again, as many other elements show, ties between the North and the South were 
severed. 
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Figure 1: First Confederate National Flag: the 'Stars and 
Bars'. Source: Wikipedia, ‘Flags of the Confederate States 
of America. (Retrieved at 8-12-2018) 
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The last symbol that contained a trace of the heritage of 
the Founding Fathers, and that showed its importance for 
Confederate nationalism as constructed by the Confederate 
government, was the Great Seal of the Confederate States of 
America (see figure 2). Being approved in 1863 by Benjamin and 
first used publicly in 1864, it was one of the last symbols the 
Confederate government created during its existence. On the 
seal, at the most prominent place thinkable, is featured 
Washington on horseback in his revolutionary attire.63 As such, 
Washington is shown as the central figure of importance for the 
Confederate nation and therefore for its nationalism. 
Furthermore, the day of the official establishment of the Confederacy (February 22, 1861), as shown 
on the seal, was the birthday of the Father of the United States himself. Thus, through the 
commemorative nature of these symbols, the identification of the Confederacy with the nation of 1789 
was complete. Even though the references to the Founding Fathers diminished when the Confederate 
government saw the need to ‘Confederatize’ its nationalism, the importance of the Founders’ heritage 
to the Confederate nation remained a fact. The South was built in the image of their heritage and 
legacy, and they would protect it as long as they could. 
The use of the element of heritage by the Confederate government for its form of nationalism 
shows that an element that, according to McPherson, is inherently ethnic can be used in various ways 
to serve various means. It all depends on the way it is framed. As such, contrary to McPherson’s 
assessments, heritage can even be used in a civic nationalist message. This is exactly what the 
Confederate government did in the early years of the war. The shared nature of its heritage with the 
North was not rejected, and only through the level of loyalty to this legacy a distinction was made 
between Southerners and Northerners. No ethnic distinction was needed, and none was made. As the 
war progressed, however, the Confederate government felt the need to increase this distinction with 
the North. The solution was framing the element of nationalism in an ethnic manner, and thus 
enlarging the distinction between both sides of the conflict. During the rest of the war, both this more 
civic and more ethnic use of heritage was alternatively adopted by the government when deemed 
necessary. In a broader sense, this use of heritage and its frame-ability show that the present-day 
distinction between civic and ethnic nationalism is difficult to make. As stated in the beginning of this 
chapter, the ethnic-civic distinction in the case of heritage only works through distinguishing between 
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Figure 2: The Great Seal of the Confederate 
States of America. Source: Wikipedia, 
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the content and purpose of heritage. The fact that heritage already is a construct in its own shows that 
either an ethnic  or civic nature can be placed upon it through framing. Confederate nationalism serves 
as a compelling example in this respect. What about another element of this heritage, the principles 
of the Founding Fathers, which were inherently civic in nature? 
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Chapter II: Principles 
 
I say, if you were to attempt coercion, and by conquest to restore the Union, it would not be 
the Union of our fathers, but a different one. I maintain it would be a Union constructed in 
entire opposition to the true American spirit and American principles; a Union of a number of 
subjugated provinces with others who governed them and wielded the whole power of the 
Confederacy.64 
 
During one of his last speeches as the Virginian senator of the United States, Robert Hunter defended 
the upcoming secession of the Southern states by referring to the ‘true American spirit and American 
principles’. Hunter argued that the South’s decision to secede from the Union should be accepted by 
the North, because ‘coercion’ or, even worse, ‘conquest’ of the South would destroy everything that 
the United States stood for. In one stroke, the relation between the North and the South would 
become that of the oppressor and the oppressed, something which the Founding Fathers had 
denounced vehemently in their Declaration of Independence. Forcing the South back into the Union 
would, therefore, destroy the legacy of the Founding Fathers. It would destroy the principles that they 
had established after the Revolution and which still were dear to all Americans. Nevertheless, a few 
months after this speech war broke out between the North and the South, during which both sides 
claimed to be fighting for the same American principles. 
This chapter will delve into the principles that the Confederate government argued were 
crucial for their constructed form of nationalism. As stated above, both the North and the South 
pointed at the same principles during the struggle, making it a difficult element of nationalism to create 
a distinction between the North and the South. As this chapter will show, the Confederate government 
actively tried to argue why it was the only one truly loyal to the principles that were established by the 
Founding Fathers. These principles could be framed as a factor of distinction between both sides of 
the conflict in the official nationalistic message. However, the realities and demands of the war would 
make this a difficult undertaking.  
What exactly constituted these principles was laid down in the preamble of the Constitution 
of the Confederate States. The creation of the Confederate States of America and the adoption of the 
Confederate Constitution would ‘establish justice, insure domestic tranquillity and secure the blessings 
of liberty’ to the Southern people.65 These were the three overarching principles that the Confederacy 
was based upon. All three principles were closely connected to one another, and the combination of 
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the three was supposed to legitimize secession and the pursuit of the Southern cause by the new 
Confederate government. How exactly this was done will be elaborated on later in this chapter. The 
Confederate government did not truly delve into the meaning of these principles, leaving them open 
for interpretation. In this manner, the government could frame these principles at will in order to 
support the message that would be conveyed at any given time. In other words, the framing-potential 
of these rather vague terms was great. 
In theory, the principles of justice, tranquillity, and liberty are liberal values and thus belong, 
according to the ethnic-civic distinction, to a civic form of nationalism. They were crucial to the 
American identity that was formed in the years of the Founding Fathers and remained so during the 
antebellum years. This made the United States, as McPherson has shown, in essence a civic nationalist 
nation.66 Therefore, these principles could form a civic nationalist element of Confederate nationalism 
as well. At the same time, however, this civic nationalist nature would make the use of these principles 
as a distinguishing factor between the North and the South problematic. Did the Confederate 
government, regardless of this fact, try to make it a factor of distinction between both sides of the 
conflict? If it did, would this become a civic distinction or would the government try to frame it as an 
ethnic one? 
In the transnational sphere, the Confederate government predominantly focussed on the 
principle of liberty as a key factor of their nationalism. Liberty was a principle that had a great appeal 
in Europe and could potentially rally support across the Atlantic for the Southern cause. However, as 
Fleche argued, the fact that both the North and the South claimed to be the champion of liberty made 
this problematic.67 In the first years of the war the South had the upper hand in this diplomatic struggle. 
The argument to fight for self-determination invoked more sympathy than the Northern goal of 
national preservation. When the North changed their goal to the liberation of all human beings from 
a slave aristocracy with the Emancipation Proclamation, the Southern diplomatic effort was doomed 
to fail. Even the argument that the Southern people fought against an oppressive central power, 
something which nineteenth-century Europe could support, was not enough.68 This transnational 
diplomatic battle with the North was lost by the South. How did the Confederate government deal 
with this at home? 
Directly from the start of the war in 1861, Southerners argued that it was the Northern 
violation of these three American principles that drove them into separating from the Union. During 
his First Inaugural Address, Jefferson Davis stated that the North had ‘perverted’ the principles that 
the ‘compact of the Union’ was established on. The North had ‘ceased to answer the end’ for which 
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the United States was created, and therefore the South had no other choice than to secede.69 In this 
manner, the Southern government again showed its conservative character, making its cause much 
more appealing to Southerners who still felt devoted to the United States. This is exactly what 
Alexander H. Stephens wanted to convince the Virginia Secession Convention of. Stephens expressed 
the hope that Virginia would join the other Southern states in ‘perpetuating the principles upon which 
she has ever stood’. If the South did not protect these, ‘what would have become of the principles of 
Jefferson, Madison, and Washington, as embodied in the old constitution long ago?’70 As such, 
Southern political leaders made the principles of the Founding Fathers crucial to the nationalism of the 
Confederate States. In other words, as historian Benjamin Carp has argued, nationalism was ‘crafted’ 
as a protection of the principles of the former nation.71  
The first principle of importance to Confederate nationalism was justice, which can be 
interpreted in two ways. First, justice can refer to legal matters. It can show the legality of one’s actions 
or of one’s cause. Second, justice can mean the fair treatment of people or the quality of being 
reasonable. According to the Confederate government, the unjust treatment of Southerners within 
the Union was exactly the reason for secession of the Southern states. This unjust treatment had not 
always been present in the antebellum years. For some periods of time Southerners had even enjoyed 
dominance in the United States government. In the decades leading up to secession, however, the 
Northern states had assumed control of the government. From this position they began, from a 
Southern point of view, undermining Southern interests.72 As Christopher Memminger stated in his 
speech before the South Carolina Convention: ‘We assert that fourteen of the States have deliberately 
refused, for years past, to fulfill their constitutional obligations’.73 The Northern failure to abide by 
these obligations justified the Southern withdrawal from the Union. Reagan came to the same 
conclusion when stating that the Southern states could stand ‘these lawless and hostile aggressions’ 
on their rights no longer.74 The time had come for the return of justice to the Southern states, and the 
way to realize this was through secession. 
Thus the newly established Confederacy could be defined as nothing less than a beacon of 
justice by the Confederate government. In the first period after secession, the South was claimed to 
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have a ‘love for justice’ and the new government itself was a ‘child of law’.75 Because justice is most 
often associated with preservation, and while the Southern government claimed to fight for the 
preservation of the legacy of the Founding Fathers, it could convincingly stake their claim on this 
principle.  Besides, in a conflict the defending side is usually associated with justice as opposed to the 
aggressor. The Confederate government eagerly made use of this fact and framed their nationalistic 
message accordingly. The government was utterly convinced of the ‘righteousness’ of their cause.76 
This was reaffirmed three years later in the ‘Joint Resolution defining the position of the Confederate 
States’, which adopted the Southern reliance upon ‘the justice of their cause’.77 
In fighting against the just Southern cause, the Northerners and their cause could be nothing 
else than unjust in Southern eyes. The contrast between the just South and the unjust Northern ‘other’ 
was constantly emphasized by the Confederate government. In this manner, the Northern ´enemy´ 
was made fundamentally different from the Southern ´us´; a core feature of othering according to 
Wingfield.78 The unjustness of the North was the reason for secession of the Southern states. The war 
that followed only made this unjustness worse. As early as in 1861, Davis stated that ´justice and law´ 
were ´trampled under the armed heel of military authority´ in the North. Innocent people were 
detained and stripped of rights guaranteed by law. Stephens also characterized the war itself as one 
´against right, against reason, against justice, against nature´.79 The Southern people could only hope 
for a ´returning sense of justice´ in the North, the Confederate government claimed, but they should 
understand that this was very unlikely to happen. The barbarity of the North in prosecuting the war 
illustrated this, and the Southern people should prepare themselves to ´perpetuate by arms´ their 
principles and rights.80 
As such, the principle of justice was framed by the Confederate government to make a clear 
moral distinction between the North and the South in their nationalistic message. The Confederate 
government fought for the principle; the North increasingly violated it as the war progressed. The 
distinction that was made became one of the extent to which this principle was upheld. Because these 
principles in theory belonged to a civic form of nationalism, the created distinction between the North 
and South in this manner should be regarded as a civic one as well. The Confederacy did not claim that 
the Southern people were more just than the Northern people, something which would resemble an 
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ethnic distinction, but that the Confederate nation and the Confederate cause were based on justice 
to a greater extent than the Northern cause was. The distinction was a moral one, heavily based on a 
civic nationalist value.  
According to the Confederate government, the second key principle of Confederate 
nationalism was tranquillity. With this principle was meant the desire for peace and quiet. The quest 
for tranquillity was another reason for the Southern states to secede from the Union because the South 
supposedly had a ´tradition of peace´.81 According to Davis, the Southern people did not immediately 
move towards secession when their peaceful place in the Union was no longer guaranteed. In fact, 
they had ´vainly endeavoured to secure tranquillity´ within the Union.82 Only when they could not 
succeed did they opt for secession. Through secession the South wanted to ´ cultivate the arts of peace´ 
and they believed they had a right to expect this to be permitted by the North.83 In this manner, as 
Binnington has shown, Southerners claimed to be innocent of aggression. They merely wanted to be 
left alone and enjoy their rights as reserved by the Constitution.84 
Even though the Confederate government stated their expectation to secede in peace for the 
sake of peace, they understood that the North would not let that happen so easily. A resolution was 
adopted by Congress that the Southern people, ‘while hoping for peace’, should expect a ‘prolonged 
war’ with the Northern states. ‘Every preparation necessary’ to deal with such a war had to be made 
by all Southern citizens.85 The Southern people delivered, and Davis was proud to see that they rallied 
‘with firm resolve to perpetuate by arms the right which they could not peacefully secure’.86 The North, 
however, did not share the Southern aspiration for peace, according to the Confederate government. 
In front of the Confederate Senate Davis concluded that ‘They refuse even to listen to proposals for 
the only peace possible between us— a peace which recognizing the impassable gulf which divides us 
may leave the two peoples separately to recover from the injuries inflicted on both by the causeless 
war now waged against us.’87 There was no other way, reminded Davis the Southern people in 1864, 
than to keep on fighting for the defence of ‘our homes, our lives, and our liberties’. Davis claimed that 
this was ‘the true path to peace.’88 
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In this manner, the principle of tranquillity was made another factor of what Davis called the 
‘impassable gulf’ between the North and the South. The Confederate government claimed that the 
South had a ‘love for peace’, which implied that the North had not. By setting themselves off from the 
Northern enemy, the South could stake their claim on this second principle and again show their moral 
superiority. Again, a principle was framed as belonging only to the Confederate cause and having a 
place in Confederate nationalism. The distinction that was created was, as was the case for justice, not 
an ethnic one but a civic one. When it came to the core American principles, the South was the only 
party truly loyal to the post-Revolutionary civic form of American nationalism. 
The third, and arguably most important, principle that the Confederate nationalism was based 
upon was liberty. Two components of this principle are relevant: the quest for freedom and the 
freedom of a people to choose and form their own government. As multiple scholars have assessed, 
the South presented itself as the champion of liberty. Liberty remained part of the chief idiom of the 
Confederacy during the war and it was one of the themes that soldiers were willing to fight and die 
for.89 This liberty was, as will come to the fore in the next chapter, of course, ‘white’ liberty. From the 
official documents and speeches it becomes especially clear that the Confederate government actively 
contributed to presenting the South as the defender of liberty. During both of his inaugural addresses, 
Davis pointed to the Confederate Constitution to show that Southern independence was meant to 
´secure the blessings of liberty´ for the Southern people.90 This liberty was not guaranteed anymore in 
a Union that was dominated by the Northern states. Secession was deemed to be the only option for 
restoring individual and collective liberties in the South. As such, the Confederate States became the 
legitimate successor of the tradition of the revolution and the then created Constitution. 
Where the South was presented as a place of liberty by the Confederate government, the 
North was characterized as a place of oppression. This depiction drastically increased when the war 
broke out in 1861. According to Davis, Northerners were increasingly ‘stripped of the liberty to which 
they were born’ by the Northern government.91 That government had trampled on ‘all principles of 
constitutional liberty’ and the Southern people should be glad that they are no longer associated with 
their former countrymen, claimed Davis.92 Secession had saved them from oppression, because, as 
vice-President Stephens stated, would the ‘present administration at Washington’ have been 
permitted to rule over the South, their ‘inestimable inheritance of liberty […] would have been forever 
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lost’.93 The oppressive nature of the North was adopted in official documents as well.94 Such rhetoric 
created a clear distinction between both sides of the conflict. The South became a nation of liberty; 
the North the destroyer of it. Even the Northern characterization of secession as being a rebellion 
proved this Southern point, claimed Judah P. Benjamin: 
 
Rebellion! The very word is a confession; an avowal of tyranny, outrage, and oppression. It is 
taken from the despot’s code, and has no terror for other than slavish souls. When, sir, did 
millions of people, as a single man, rise in organized, deliberate, unimpassioned rebellion 
against justice, truth, and honor?95 
 
Throughout the entire war the Confederate government reminded the Southern people that 
they were fighting for the preservation of liberty. Congress’ ‘Joint resolution in relation to the war’ had 
this exact purpose, as well as the ‘Address of Congress to the People of the Confederate States’. The 
Southern people should not forget that they were engaged in ‘a struggle for the preservation of both 
liberty and civilization’: the inalienable rights of ‘our heroic forefathers’.96 The Confederate 
government was proud to see that the Southern people had fervently fought for their freedom in the 
previous years. Congress acknowledged that Southerners had ‘rose en masse’ to assert their liberties 
and protect their rights and had shown the strength of those who fight for liberty.97 Davis concluded 
that there was not ‘one true son of the South’ unwilling to ‘die or to conquer in the cause of liberty’.98 
The Southern people had shown an unconquerable will to be free and they must continue devoting 
themselves to the principle in the years to come.99  
The second component of the principle of liberty which the Confederate government claimed 
to defend was the freedom of a people to choose and form their own government. The Founding 
Fathers had made this a ‘constitutional right’ and thereby a ‘cardinal principle of American liberty’.100 
                                                          
93 Stephens, ‘Speech Before the Virginia Secession Convention’ (1861), 735. 
94 ‘An Act Recognizing the existence of war between the United States and the Confederate States; and 
concerning letters of marque, prizes and price goods’, Acts and Resolutions of the Second Session of the 
Provisional Congress of the Confederate States (1861) in The Southern Homefront 1861-1865 at Documenting 
the American South. 
95 Benjamin, ‘Farewell Address to the United States Congress’ (1861), 114-115. 
96 ‘Joint Resolution In relation to the war’ (1863-4), & ‘Address of Congress to the People of the Confederate 
States’ (1864), 1. The inalienable rights of the Declaration of Independence are: life, liberty and the pursuit of 
happiness. 
97 ‘Address of Congress to the People of the Confederate States’ (1864), 1 & ‘Jefferson Davis’ Message to the 
Third Session of the First Confederate Congress’ (1863). 
98 ‘Jefferson Davis’ Speech at Richmond’ (1861), 184. 
99 ‘Jefferson Davis to the Congress of the Confederate States’ (1861), & ‘Jefferson Davis to the Congress of the 
Confederate States’ (1864) in J. Davis, et.al., The Papers of Jefferson Davis. Vol. 10: October 1863-August 1864 
(Baton Rouge 1999). 
100 Reagan, ‘State of the Union’ (1861), & Benjamin, ‘Farewell Address to United States Congress’ (1861). 
31 
 
Not only did the Confederate government’s claim to defend this right to make them the only one loyal 
to the legacy of the Founding Father, it also legitimized the creation of the Confederate nation. 
Confederates argued that when the Northern government started undermining the Southern states 
within the Union, this government no longer enjoyed the ‘consent of the governed’. The Southern 
quest for independent nationhood outside the Union was therefore justified, argued Stephens.101 In 
this manner, the Confederate government created an image of itself as the defender of the right of 
representative government. The North, by warring against a people determined to establish their own 
nation, in essence warred against this right and the principle of liberty in general.102 
The distinction between the North and the South with regard to the freedom of a people to 
form their own government was made most effectively by the Confederate government through a 
characterization of the Northern government as despotism. During his speech at Richmond in 1861, 
Davis dubbed Lincoln ‘an ignorant usurper’ and he called the North ‘that land which has been trodden 
under the foot of despotism’.103 The same rhetoric is used by Stephens, who claimed that the North 
had ‘already become a despotism’ with the Northern people living in no better condition than ‘serfs’.104 
Even in official documents such rhetoric can be found.105 The Confederacy, on the other hand, ‘sprang 
from the people’.106 The new nation was the only hope for the preservation of the principle of 
representative government and Richmond was even claimed to be the ‘asylum of the oppressed’ and 
the ‘home of true representative government’.107 In this manner, the foundations on which both 
nations were built were made distinct. The North was based on despotism, the South on a 
representative government. 
Thus, as was done through the principles of justice and tranquillity, liberty was used as an 
element of distinction between the North and the South by the Confederate government. The 
Confederacy was framed as being a more ‘free’ nation than the Union; making the Confederate 
government the only true defender of the principle of liberty. Again, a moral distinction was made 
which carried civic connotations. The use of the term ‘despotism’ is exemplary not only for the principle 
of liberty but for all three of them. It clearly defined the Confederate nation against the Union and 
successfully showed the distinction between both parties with regard to the three principles that the 
Confederacy was based upon. The governments nationalistic message was, through the use of these 
principles, framed in a civic manner. 
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This idealistic message of the Confederate government regarding the three core principles of 
the nation came under pressure, however, when the demands of war forced it to ask more from the 
individual states and the individual citizens. As the war progressed, and especially when the fortunes 
of war turned in favour of the North, the Confederate government moved towards a centralist policy. 
This had consequences for their claim to be the defenders of justice, tranquillity and liberty. Tensions 
rose within the Confederacy and within the Confederate government on how far they could centralize 
the nation without hurting the principles that they had seceded for.108 There was no escaping the fact 
that this tension would have an effect on the nationalistic message of the Confederate government 
towards it citizens as well. At the start of 1863, the Confederate government increasingly reminded 
Southern citizens to fervently support the Southern cause. Nothing less than a ‘generous support of all 
branches of the government’ and ‘harmonious and unselfish and patriotic co-operation’ was expected 
of the Southern people.109 Congress urged that ‘without murmuring’ the Southern people should 
‘respond to the laws that the exigency demands’ and that there is no alternative ‘but to do our duty’. 
All who can fight should fight. Those who cannot must produce food and clothes for the war-effort.110 
Demands on the American people by their government had never been greater, and the implications 
for citizenship were immense. 
The increased government’s demands on the Southern people were put forward in speeches 
as well as written down in multiple acts. An example of such an act is the suspension of the writ of 
habeas corpus in 1862.111 Only months before this act was adopted, Davis was astonished that the writ 
was suspended in the North. At that time, he claimed that it impaired the principle of liberty. Now he 
deemed it necessary to implement it in the South as well.112 The most consequential act of all was ‘An 
Act to provide further for the public defense’ of 1862, better known as the Conscription Act. It was the 
first conscription act in American history and was amended four times to increase the numbers of men 
to be conscripted. Never before had an American government asked so much from their citizens, 
something which had an immense impact on individual freedoms and therefore Confederate 
citizenship.113 These increased government demands led to great debate on how far the government 
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could go and what the Southern people could expect in return. How could the government continue 
to portray itself as the defender of the principle of liberty and ask the Southern people to give up so 
much freedom at the same time? 
The principle of liberty was under most pressure in this period. The heated debate on the 
question whether the South still was the defender of the principle is illustrated by the disagreement 
between Davis and Stephens on the matter. As multiple scholars have shown, Davis decided to favour 
centralism over liberty. For Davis, national independence was more important than individual liberties. 
Therefore the latter had to be diminished for the greater good.114 Stephens, however, disagreed 
vehemently. During his speech at Milledgeville in 1864, he was not afraid to stand up against the 
decisions of his own president and government:´ 
 
[…] I warn you against that most insidious enemy which approaches with her syren song, 
"Independence first and liberty afterward." It is a fatal delusion. Liberty is the animating spirit, 
the soul of our system of government, and like the soul of man, when once lost it is lost forever. 
[…] Never for a moment permit yourselves to look upon liberty, that constitutional liberty 
which you inherited as a birthright, as subordinate to independence. […] Without liberty, I 
would not turn upon my heel for independence. I scorn all independence which does not 
secure liberty.115 
 
The strife between the President and vice-President of the Confederacy shows that the 
Confederate government had a difficult time proving to be the true defender of the three principles 
their nation was built on. It understood that the government´s centralizing efforts especially 
undermined the principle of liberty, but they were deemed a necessity for winning the war. Even 
though the government still portrayed itself as a loyal devotee to the principles of the Founding 
Fathers, it could not claim to be morally superior over the North in this respect any longer and 
diminished their efforts to do so when they decided to favour centralism over freedom. 
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The great principles of the Founding 
Fathers that the Confederate government 
based their nationalism on also made their 
appearance on official Confederate bills. 
Both the personification of liberty and 
justice were featured multiple times on the 
official currency. The principle of tranquillity 
lacked a personification, but the peaceful 
images that featured frequently on the official currency should be regarded as an ode to this principle. 
Regarding the principle of Justice, its personification, Lady Justice, appeared a total of five times on 
Confederate bills. That is almost as much as the President of the Confederacy himself. However, by 
herself Lady Justice featured only on 100 and 50 dollar bills, bills that most likely were less widespread 
than bills of a smaller value. This could indicate that justice was less important a symbol for the 
Confederate government than those that featured on smaller value bills. 
Of the three core principles of the 
Confederacy, liberty played the most 
prominent role in Confederate symbolism. 
Lady Liberty featured eight times on 
Confederate bills. The number of 
appearances was only equalled by Ceres, 
the Goddess of Agriculture. Lady Liberty 
featured more often on official bills than 
either George Washington, President Davis or vice-President Stephens. Furthermore, Lady Liberty 
appeared on bills ranging between the value of twenty to one dollar; bills that were theoretically most 
wide-spread of all. All of this indicates that the Confederate government deemed liberty to be one of 
the most important elements of their constructed form of nationalism. 
However, as was the case for so many symbols of Confederate nationalism, images related to 
the three principles disappeared when the fifth series of Confederate bills was released at the end of 
1862. As the previous chapter showed, around that time the Confederate government deemed it 
necessary to change the symbols on their bills into more ‘Confederate’ images such as state capitols, 
political leaders, or revered generals. Where the principles of justice, tranquillity, and liberty 
dominated the previous four series, now they disappeared completely. As Binnington has argued, it 
reflected a shift from a ‘prewar, Southern conception of nationalism’ into one ‘tempered by the 
Figure 3: Confederate Bill T-15 featuring Lady Justice (right). Source: 
Wikipedia, ‘Confederate States Dollar’. (Retrieved at 8-12-2018) 
Figure 4: Confederate Bill T-11 featuring Lady Liberty (center). 
Source: Wikipedia, ‘Confederate States Dollar’. (Retrieved at 8-12-
2018). 
35 
 
exigencies of war’.116 This development falls in line with the problems the Confederate government 
had with the relationship between the three principles and their centralist efforts. In the broader 
picture, it illustrates the shift from a form of nationalism that was defined through the image of 
revolutionary and antebellum America into one that was defined by true Southern images. Continuity 
made place for uniqueness.  
The place of the principles of justice, tranquillity, and liberty in the form of nationalism that 
was created by the Confederate government shows the way in which day-to-day realities can influence 
and change nationalistic messages. At the start of the war, the Confederate government framed itself 
as being the true defender of the principles of the Founding Fathers opposed to the Northern 
government. The nationalistic message to the Southern people was framed accordingly and a civic, not 
an ethnic, distinction was made in this respect. By calling the North despotic, Confederates could argue 
a distinction with their former associates and create a nationalism opposed to them, a nationalism 
heavily based on civic nationalist principles. However, this changed due to the demands of war, and 
increased centralizing efforts from the beginning of 1863 onwards made the Confederate government 
unable to convincingly live up to its claim of being the true protector of justice, tranquillity and 
especially liberty. Consequentially, the prominent place of the three principles for the nationalistic 
message of the Confederate government diminished. Even though the government remained claiming 
to fight for liberty, and the civic nature of this argument did not change, a moral superiority over the 
North was no longer convincing. The distinction with the North in this regard no longer held up and 
the principles made place for other elements of Confederate nationalism. As shall be elaborated on in 
the next chapter, another specific event that took place in 1863 could help explain this shift in focus 
by the Southern government. 
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Chapter III: Institutions 
 
Our new Government is founded upon exactly the opposite ideas; its foundations are laid, its 
cornerstone rests, upon the great truth that the negro is not equal to the white man; that 
slavery, subordination to the superior race, is his natural and moral condition. This, our new 
Government, is the first, in the history of the world, based upon this great physical, 
philosophical, and moral truth.117 
 
In his famous ‘Cornerstone Address’, vice-president Alexander H. Stephens left little doubt about what 
he felt stood central to the new Confederate nation. The inequality of the ‘white man’ and the ‘negro’ 
was the ‘great physical, philosophical, and moral truth’ upon which the Confederate States was based. 
With this statement, Stephens acknowledged that slavery was one of the most important practices 
that set the South apart from the North. It could, therefore, play a major role in the argued distinction 
between both sides of the conflict by the Confederate government. What role did slavery play in its 
nationalism? 
This chapter will delve into the role slavery played in the nationalistic message that was 
conveyed by the Confederate government to its citizens. Slavery was one of the elements of the 
Southern culture and identity that could potentially be used to create a distinction between 
Northerners and Southerners in the Confederate nationalistic message. Especially slavery had the 
potential to be framed in this manner due to the fact that the North, in general, did not support the 
peculiar institution. However, the institution was a difficult one to use as such, the reason being that 
slavery was one of the most contested elements in Southern culture – and therefore Confederate 
nationalism – both abroad and at home.  
This chapter focusses on the ´ institutions´ that the Confederate government wanted to protect 
through its quest for independent nationhood. However, as explained in the introduction and as 
argued by historian Richard Beringer in his Why the South Lost the Civil War, when Confederates talked 
about their institutions they primarily meant just one: slavery.118 There are, of course, many other 
institutions that played a prominent role in the form of nationalism that the government constructed 
after secession. The army and the President himself are such elements, but these were not meant by 
Southerners who claimed to fight to protect their institutions. Slavery was the institution that had to 
be protected. In the words of Alexander H. Stephens, the North’s pretext was to ‘exterminate’ the 
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‘southern institutions’ by putting the ‘African on an equality with the white man.’119 Clearly the main 
institution that he felt needed to be protected was the peculiar system of labor in the South. 
It is difficult to place the institution of slavery on either the ethnic or civic side of the scale of 
nationalism. When regarded as an element of a distinct Southern national identity it could be used in 
an ethnic form of nationalism. When regarded as an institution linked with the Confederate nation it 
could be used in a civic form of nationalism. McPherson seems to be unsure where to place slavery on 
this scale when he calls it both the ‘defect of civic nationalism’ as well as not being a ‘pure 
manifestation of ethnic nationalism’.120 Thus slavery is another example that the distinction between 
ethnic and civic nationalism in general is not so easy to make. Furthermore, it underlines the framing 
potential slavery had for the Confederate government. It could make use of the institution in their 
nationalistic message at home however it wanted, especially because in general the practice of slavery 
was something that was not shared with the North. In theory, it could become a major distinguishing 
factor between the two sides. Was it used as such by the South in their message towards the Southern 
people? 
In the recent historiography on Confederate nationalism in the transatlantic sphere, there is a 
general agreement that slavery was a major problem for the Confederate government’s effort to 
convince the European powers to support the Southern cause.121 The institution was abolished by most 
European powers – or at least heavily criticized – and therefore invoked little sympathy amongst these 
powers. As Fleche has argued, the issue became especially problematic after the Emancipation 
Proclamation. The nature of the war shifted from a Southern struggle for independence – something 
that nineteenth-century Europe could have supported – into a struggle to preserve the institution of 
slavery.122 The European powers could no longer turn a blind eye on the issue of slavery and its role in 
the conflict across the Atlantic. Even so, the Confederate government tried to defend its institution by 
stating that it did not make them backward and that it could even offer solutions to the problems of 
nationalism in Europe. Slavery was argued to produce a ‘humane, orderly, and conservative order’ that 
was far better than the ‘dangerous experiment in free labor’ that would surely lead to much upheaval 
in Europe.123 Ultimately, the message proved uncapable to compete with the Northern message and 
the transatlantic diplomatic struggle was lost. What about the use of the institution of slavery in the 
nationalistic message at home? Here, it might be expected to pose less of a problem than abroad. Did 
it, therefore, play a more prominent role in the government’s message to the Southern people? 
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There can be little doubt that slavery was one of the main reasons, if not the main reason, for 
the secession of the Southern states and the establishment of the new Confederacy. The election of 
Lincoln on November 6, 1860, was deemed to be a direct threat to both the short- and the long-term 
future of slavery within the Union.124 The Republican party and their new President supposedly 
threatened the very liberty of the Southern people, whose ‘tyranny’ could even lead to the 
‘enslavement’ of the Southern people if they remained in the Union.125 Shortly after Lincoln’s election, 
secessionists came up with three reasons why the issue of slavery necessitated Southern 
independence. First , slavery generated different economic and policy needs in the North and the 
South. Second, slavery was part of a distinct identity of the South with regard to the North. And third, 
Northern hostility towards slavery was taken personally.126 Even when the official reason for secession 
remained to be the right of self-determination, preserving slavery was the ‘core impetus’ behind 
establishing Southern independence.127  
Even though slavery was crucial to the decision to secede by the Southern states, it was rarely 
mentioned in official documents or by government officials in their speeches. Binnington goes so far 
as to say that it was not even directly alluded to.128 President Jefferson Davis played a major role in 
this reluctance to mention slavery. As historian Paul Escott has shown, he decided to deemphasize the 
role of slavery in the Confederate cause. He made it subordinate to other reasons why the South had 
decided to secede from the Union and avoided mentioning it whenever possible.129 The main reason 
were his doubts about the loyalty of non-slaveholding Southerners. Just as Lincoln deemphasized the 
role of slavery in the struggle to ensure the loyalty of the slave states within the Union, Davis did so to 
not distance non-slaveholding Southerners from the Confederate cause.130 Historian Anne Sarah Rubin 
has elaborated on this assessment and concluded that the Confederate government, by diminishing 
the importance of the institution, tried to make the war more ‘palatable’ to Unionists, non-
slaveholders, and outside nations.131  
The influence of these non-slaveholders in the Confederacy should not be underestimated. 
Historian Peter Kolchin explained that non-slaveholders were a ‘problematical anomaly’ for Southern 
political leaders due to their numbers. Even though the South remained a slaveholding society, the 
majority of white Southerners did not own slaves or were related to slave-holders. This created 
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tensions with political leaders that deemed defending slavery as being one of their principal aims.132 
Therefore, the Confederate government refrained from explicitly making slavery one of the pillars on 
which they built their newly created nationalism. Simultaneously, the peculiar institution was not 
hailed as a factor of distinction between Northerners and Southerners. During this stage of the conflict, 
other elements of Southern nationalism were deemed more suitable to achieve this feat. The Northern 
reluctance to make the war a struggle for abolishing slavery aided the Confederate government in this 
respect. Because, as Kolchin stated, ‘so long as slavery was not under serious attack, there was little 
need to rush to its defense.’133 
The most notable exception to the rule of avoiding mentioning slavery in official speeches and 
documents was, of course, the Confederate States Constitution. Because the protection of slavery was 
one of the most important reasons for the secession of the Southern states, the institution had to be 
given a central place in the most important document of the newly established nation. While most of 
the articles and passages of the Confederate Constitution were an almost exact copy of the United 
States Constitution, the subject of slavery was elaborated on in great detail.134 The right to own slaves, 
already implicitly mention in the United States Constitution, was reaffirmed and this, in the words of 
Stephens, had put to rest the ‘vexed question of slavery’ forever.135 The first distinction between the 
North and the South regarding slavery was made, and due to its place within the constitution it 
functioned as a civic one. Even so, Confederate officials did not elaborate on this distinction yet. 
Despite the reluctance to mention slavery as being crucial to their nation, the Confederate 
government did understand the key role the institution played in the Southern states. Vice-President 
Stephens was, at times, the exception to the rule when it came to outspokenness on slavery, and he 
did not refrain from showing the centrality of slavery to the Confederate nation. The aforementioned 
passage of his ‘Cornerstone Address’ is illustrative, but also before the Virginia Secession Convention 
Stephens spoke on the subject: 
 
That the negroes with us, under masters who care for, provide for and protect them, are better 
off, and enjoy more blessings of good government than their race does in any other part of the 
world, statistics abundantly prove. As a race, the African is inferior to the white man. 
Subordination to the white man is his normal condition. He is not his equal by nature, and 
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cannot be made so by human law of nature. […] Hence, its harmonious working for the benefit 
and advantage of both.136 
 
This passage shows that Stephens understood the importance of slavery for the Confederacy, but also 
the importance of the Southern states for the slaves. Nowhere else was the ‘African’ better off. 
President Davis was, even though he agreed with the gist of Stephens’s message, not so happy with 
the openness of his vice-President.137 He himself would hold true to his intention to keep quiet on the 
subject, as would the government in its official documents. 
Nevertheless, the Confederate government constantly rethought the role the institution 
should play in its nationalism, especially due to an understanding of the potential the institution had 
for unifying the Southern people and rallying them behind the Confederate cause. Many Southerners 
regarded slavery as a defining element of the Southern culture and the Confederate nation, and saw 
it as a factor of distinctiveness between Northerners and Southerners. 138 Even though a majority of 
the Southern people did not own slaves, the South was a ‘slaveholder’s Republic’.139 It was, as Kolchin 
argued, a slave society and not merely a society in which some people were slaves.140 Slavery was what 
historian Chandra Manning called the ‘fiber’ that maintained the bond between individual citizens 
throughout the Confederacy.141 On a larger scale, slavery was what united the Southern states, the 
‘slave states’. It was enough to precipitate secession; and it was strong enough to collective keep 
fighting for. 
Again it was vice-president Stephens who was most outspoken on what exactly constituted 
the bond that tied the Southern states together. During his speech before the Virginia Secession 
Convention in 1861, two days before the state of Virginia decided to secede from the Union and join 
the Confederacy, Stephens said the following on the matter:  
 
The cause of Virginia, and I will go further, the cause of Maryland, and even the cause of 
Delaware, and of all the States with institutions similar to ours, is the cause of the Confederate 
States – the cause of each, the interests of each, the safety of each is the same; and the destiny 
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of each, if they could all but be brought to realize the dangers, would be the same. […] There 
ought to be a common and united effort.142 
 
Stephens concluded that ‘all the States with institutions similar to ours’ should combine in a ‘united 
effort’. The institution of slavery united the Southern states in their struggle against the Northerners. 
This illustrates the potential slavery had to become a distinguishable feature of the Southern people. 
It could become one of the elements that set the South apart from the North, be it in an ethnic or civic 
manner. The question remained how to deal with an institution that defines the nation and unites a 
majority of its citizens, but at the same time deters those who are unsure whether they can identify 
with a nation that is principally based on slavery? In the official rhetoric on the matter in the years 
after secession the solution of the Confederate government to this problem becomes clear. 
Instead of referring directly to slavery, the Southern government began talking about its 
´institutions´ or the ´agricultural nature´ of the South: an unproblematic way of mentioning slavery. 
During his Second Inaugural Address, President Davis claimed that the North went to war against the 
‘domestic institutions’ of the Southern states.143 Stephens went further in Virginia where he stated 
that the North was warring for the ‘extermination’ of the South’s ‘civil and social institutions’.144 In the 
‘Address of Congress to the People of the Confederate States’ the reasons for secession were 
reiterated: the Republican party was deemed to be ‘sectional and hostile to the South and her 
institutions’.145 In the same Address, besides repeating the reason for Southern secession, the 
conditions for a termination of the conflict were set out by Congress: ‘We can only repeat the desire 
of the people for peace, and our readiness to accept terms, consistent with the honor and dignity and 
independence of the States, and compatible with the safety of our domestic institutions.’146 This goes 
to show that the South was indeed fighting for the protection of their ‘institutions’. Only when their 
safety was guaranteed, would the South consider accepting terms for the termination of the conflict. 
There can be no doubt that these ‘institutions’ referred predominantly to slavery. 
In addition to the term ‘institution’, the Confederate government used terms related to its 
‘agricultural nature’ when disguising the centrality of slavery to the Southern cause. Already in his First 
Inaugural Address, Davis stressed this part of the Southern nature. Southerners were an ‘agricultural 
people’ whose chief interest was ‘the export of a commodity required in every manufacturing 
country’.147 There can be no doubt about what this commodity was: cotton. And the production of 
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cotton in the Southern states was (and still is in the memory of many today) related to slavery. In other 
speeches, Davis claims that Southerners were ‘almost exclusively agriculturists’ and that the 
Confederacy in general was a ‘confederacy of agriculturists’.148 In this manner, Davis made agriculture 
– and thus indirectly slavery – crucial to the Southern identity and the war a struggle between an 
agricultural South and a manufacturing North. At the same time, Davis placed himself, and the 
Confederacy, in line with ideas of Founding Father Thomas Jefferson on agriculture and manufacturers. 
In his ‘Notes on the State of Virginia’ of 1788, Jefferson claimed the following: ‘Those who labour in 
the earth are the chosen people of God, if ever he had a chosen people, whose breasts he has made 
his peculiar deposit for substantial and genuine virtue.’149 For Jefferson, agriculturalists were morally 
superior to and more virtuous than manufacturers. Davis built on this idea, making a convincing link 
between the Confederate heritage and the, as agriculture disguised, institution of slavery while at the 
same time distinguishing the agricultural South from the manufacturing North. 
Through the use of terms like ´institutions´ and terms related to the ´agricultural nature´ of the 
South as a substitute for explicitly mentioning slavery, the Confederate government found a way to 
make a distinction between the North and the South. Interestingly enough, by calling it an institution 
slavery gained a more civic connotation while by referring to it as agriculture a more cultural or even 
ethnic distinction was made by building on the ideas of Jefferson. This shows, again, that the distinction 
between ethnic and civic nationalism in general is sometimes difficult to make. It all depends on the 
way in which an element of one’s nationalism is framed, especially in relation to the ´other´. In this 
case, the element in question cannot be called either part of a civic or ethnic form of nationalism; it 
was framed as both at the same time. 
The aforementioned rhetoric on slavery by the Confederate government changed around the 
end of 1862 and the beginning of 1863 when Lincoln revealed his Emancipation Proclamation.150 With 
this proclamation, issued in 1862 and of effect in 1863, the Northern government made the Civil War 
a war against slavery instead of a war against a rebellious province. It was a major blow to the 
transnational diplomatic effort of the South, while at the same time having a twofold effect on the 
Confederate government’s message at home. First, the Emancipation Proclamation forced the 
Confederate government to break its silence on the subject of slavery. According to Davis, the 
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proclamation supposedly revealed the ‘true nature of the designs of the party which elevated to power 
in the North´.151 When Lincoln came to power, Davis continued, he claimed his intention not to abolish 
the institution.152 Lincoln’s broken promise could now only lead to one of three things: ‘the 
extermination of slaves, the exile of the whole white population from the Confederacy, or absolute 
and total separation of these States from the United States’.153 In other words, Davis would never 
accept the intended goal of the Emancipation Proclamation, and his resolve to keep fighting for the 
Confederate cause only hardened. 
Furthermore, the Confederate government argued that the Emancipation Proclamation was 
not only bad news for the white population of the South, it also was bad news for the slaves. The 
argument that slavery was beneficial for the Southern ‘Africans’, as made by Stephens earlier in this 
chapter, finds its roots as far back as the first half of the nineteenth century. Already in the 1830s and 
1840s the proposition was made that Southern slaves received unparalleled care and protection in the 
South and were better off than many ‘free laborers’ in the North and in Europe.154 The paternalistic 
argument was once again dusted off after the Emancipation Proclamation, this time by the President 
himself. Davis argued that the ‘negroes’ had prospered under Southern care and that the treatment of 
them in the Northern army showed that they were far worse off in the North.155 Davis went on by 
saying that: 
 
Without clothing or shelter, often without food, incapable, without supervision, of taking the 
most ordinary precautions against disease; these helpless dependants, accustomed to have 
their wants supplied by the foresight of their masters, are being rapidly exterminated, 
wherever brought in contact with the invaders. By the northern man, on whose deep-rooted 
prejudices no kindly restraining influence is exercised, they are treated with aversion and 
neglect. There is little hazard in predicting that, in all localities where the enemy have gained 
a temporary foothold, the negroes, who under our care increased six fold in number since their 
importation into the colonies by Great Britain, will have been reduced by mortality during the 
war to not more than one half their previous number.156 
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Now that silence on the subject of slavery was no longer possible, it was defended with such 
paternalistic arguments. These had served the South well in the antebellum years, and it was hoped 
they would do so again. 
Second, the adoption of Lincoln’s proclamation made the Confederate government change its 
rhetoric on the nature of the Northern war-effort. In the first period of the war, the Confederate 
government claimed that Northerners were warring against the Southern institutions and principles, 
making it a war to oppress the South. After the Emancipation Proclamation, the South framed the 
Northern war-effort a war to enslave the Southern people. It seems almost ironic that the Confederate 
government would label it as such, but it did nonetheless. One of the first times this rhetoric was used 
was during Davis’s speech at Jackson in 1862. Here, Davis claimed that the North was warring for the 
‘subjugation’ of the Southern people. Twice in this speech Davis asked the citizens of Jackson the 
following: ‘will you be slaves or will you be independent?’157 It was an interesting and effective way of 
rephrasing what the South was fighting for. A Southern defeat would not simply mean that 
Northerners and Southerners would be united once again; it meant the enslavement of the Southern 
people by the North. 
In the years following the Emancipation Proclamation, the use of the rhetoric of Southern 
enslavement would frequently recur in official speeches and proclamations. In his speeches at 
Milledgeville and Crawfordville, Stephens claimed that Northerners warred for the Southern 
‘subjugation, degradation, and extermination’. This ‘subjugation’ would occur when the Northern will 
becomes reality and the ‘African’ is put ‘on an equality with the white man’.158 The same is argued by 
Davis, who claimed that the North hoped of ‘enslaving’ the Southern people, making the war one of 
‘subjugation’.159 Even in his last address to the people of the Confederacy, Davis stated the hope that 
Southerners would forever battle against those who wanted to ‘enslave’ them.160 The Address of 
Congress to the People of the Confederate States, an important document in which Congress reminded 
the Southern people what was at state, summarized this idea in a passage dedicated to the Northern 
intend: 
 
Subjugation involves everything that the torturing malice and devilish ingenuity of our foes can 
suggest--the destruction of our nationality, the equalization of whites and blacks, the 
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obliteration of State lines, degradation to colonial vassalage, and the reduction of many of our 
citizens to dreary, hopeless, remediless bondage.161 
 
The gist of the message was that abolishment would mean enslavement by the North. So if the South 
wished to remain free and independent, they had to make sure that the institution of slavery survived. 
It was a clever way of reframing the Emancipation Proclamation at home by the Confederate 
government; showing the Southern people that it was not a progressive move but an oppressive one.  
As a consequence of this changed rhetoric of the Confederate government after the 
Emancipation Proclamation the nationalistic message became more ethnic. This was not so much the 
case for the argument that the ´African´ was better off in the South than anywhere else. While this 
argument did place the slave and the white Southerners in the same corner – with the latter in the role 
of protector – it was meant to show the moral superiority of the Southern people over the Northern 
people. The distinction that was made in this manner was neither truly ethnic or civic. The same cannot 
be said for the Southern claim that the North wished to ‘enslave’ the South. Rhetoric of this sort clearly 
distinguishes one people from another and carries an ethnic connotation. Thus, in this period of the 
conflict, the Confederate government, by changing their rhetoric regarding slavery, framed their 
nationalism in a more ethnic manner than before. They clearly set themselves apart from the ‘other’ 
North, illustrating that nationalistic messages can be changed at will, even from civic to ethnic and the 
other way around. 
The role of slavery for the Confederate nation in general underwent one other significant 
change when the fortunes of the war were well in favour of the North at the end of 1864. Even though 
slavery was one of the main reasons of secession, one of the unifying factors in the Southern culture 
and identity, and one of the reasons the South would keep fighting for independence, a portion of the 
Confederate government showed itself willing to emancipate a certain number of slaves in order to 
ensure Confederate independence. In his message to Congress at the end of 1864, Davis proposed to 
‘acquire for the public service the entire property in the labor of the slaves’. He acknowledged that this 
was truly a last resort, seeing that slaves were merely ‘trained for labor’ and could not compare to the 
‘white man’ when it came to soldiering. However, Davis concluded, ‘should the alternative ever be 
presented of subjugation or of the employment of the slave as a soldier, there seems no reason to 
doubt what should then be our decision.’162  
The most remarkable part of the suggestion, which would have major implications for 
citizenship in the Confederacy, was the proposal to reward slaves who had fought in the Southern army 
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with emancipation.  In the same speech, Davis argued that the slave bore another relation to the state 
besides being a slave: that of a ‘person’. Therefore, when he had done his duty to the state or the 
nation at large, Davis proposed to hold out ‘emancipation’ as a reward for ‘faithful service’. The policy 
of ‘engaging to liberate the negro’ was preferred by Davis instead of ‘retaining him in servitude’.163 
Thus slaves would, in theory, be made equal to the white Southerners. In theory, they would be 
granted citizenship as well: a remarkable proposal by a government that frequently claimed 
throughout the war that ‘equalization of whites and blacks’ would be the worst thing that could ever 
happen to the Confederate nation. This example, once again, shows how a government’s stance and, 
in relation, its nationalistic message can be adapted to the situation at hand. 
Davis’s proposal showed that the attachment to the Confederate nation even rivalled the 
attachment to the main Southern institution after three years of warfare. Multiple scholars have 
concluded that the idea of emancipating a portion of the slaves did not fall well with a large portion of 
Southerners but Davis defended his proposal by stating that this would help defend the institution, not 
end it.164 To Rubin, this illustrates the level of attachment of Confederates to their nation. They were 
even prepared to let go of the one institution that led them to secede in order to prevail as a nation.165 
For historian Emory Thomas, it showed the transformation of the quest for independence by the South 
from a means – to preserve slavery – to an end.166 It was, in his eyes, the ultimate example that 
‘revolutions’ (although Confederates would have disagreed with their cause being labelled as such) 
have ‘a way of getting out of hand and transforming even institutions they were meant to preserve’.167 
A look at the use of images related to the institution of slavery in Confederate symbolism 
reaffirms the central role of the institution to the Confederate culture and nationalism. The most 
notable symbol to show the agricultural nature of the Confederacy was the official seal (see figure 2). 
Surrounding George Washington were what the government called their ´principle agricultural 
products´.168 These were wheat, corn, tobacco, rice, sugar cane, and cotton. The fact that one of the 
three elements of the seal – besides Washington and the official motto Deo Vindice – referred to the 
Southern agricultural products shows that Confederates deemed agriculture to be an essential part of 
the Southern identity and they felt the need to reaffirm it in a national symbol. 
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The same goes for the 
second symbol that featured 
images related to the South’s 
agricultural nature: the 
Confederate currency. In the 
first four series, before the 
government decided to 
‘Confederatize’ their currency 
by showing images of their 
state capitals, government officials, or army generals, images related to agriculture were featured 
most of all other themes of Confederate nationalism on the official currency. Examples of such images 
are Ceres and Prosepina (Goddesses of Agriculture), Tellus (Goddess of the Earth), Thetis (Goddess of 
Water), the personifications of agriculture, industry, commerce and navigation, images of agricultural 
products, and images of trains, ships and sailors. All had, in one way or the other, to do with agriculture. 
The most significant images that were featured on Confederate currency, however, were those of 
slaves themselves (see figure 5). In total, five bills divided over four series of Confederate currency 
(between 1861 and 1863) featured images of slaves. This shows, as Boyd argues, that slavery appeared 
comfortable in the Confederate culture.169 Jules D’Hemecourt even went as far to state that the 
featuring of slaves on Confederate currency was used to validate the system, and to show that it would 
continue to exist in perpetuity.170 At the least the use of slavery-related images illustrates that the 
Confederate government did not feel ashamed of its institution. Instead, it was reaffirmed as a central 
element of Confederate culture; and through its symbols they could subtly convey this to the Southern 
people as well. 
With the institution of slavery, the Confederate government had an element that could be 
used to claim a true distinction with the North in its nationalistic message, be it of an ethnic or civic 
nature. However, due to its contested nature both abroad and at home, it did not play a major role in 
the nationalistic message of the government in the first years of the war. Interestingly, when it was 
indirectly mentioned it was given both a civic (institutions) and ethnic (Southern identity) connotation. 
The Confederate governments rhetoric changed with the Emancipation Proclamation, however, which 
forced them to break their silence on the role of the peculiar institution in the South. The result was a 
more ethnically framed nationalism, based on a rhetoric of a Southern enslavement by the ‘other’ 
North. This changed nature of Confederate nationalism through the institution of slavery illustrates 
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that nationalism, besides being a construct, can be changed at will by those who have the power to do 
so. Besides, the example of slavery shows that the distinction between ethnic and civic nationalism in 
general is hard to make. From the onset, slavery did not fit in either one of these forms of nationalism 
and once again it all depended on the way the Confederate government framed the institution to best 
suit its need. 
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Chapter IV: Religion 
 
No word appeared more grand, more expressive or significant than this. Under God as the 
asserter of our rights, the defender of our liberties, our protector against danger, our mediator, 
our ruler and guardian, and as the avenger of our wrongs and the punisher of our crimes, we 
endeavor to equal or even excel our ancestors. What word can be suggested of more power, 
and so replete with sentiments and thoughts consonant with our idea of the omnipotence and 
justice of God?171 
 
In April 1864, Thomas J. Semmes, Confederate States Senator from Louisiana, defended his 
committee’s proposal for the official Confederate States’ motto. Semmes´s argument was a convincing 
one, and Deo Vindice, meaning ‘(with) God (as our) defender/protector’, was agreed to become the 
official motto and would accompany the image of George Washington and the main Southern crops 
on the official seal of the Confederate States. Semmes went on to explain that the choice for the word 
Deo was done in conformity with the ‘expressed wishes of the framers of the Constitution, and the 
sentiment of the people and of the army.’172 Because the United States Constitution was completely 
silent on the ´subject of the Deity´, Semmes and his committee decided to choose God as the pivot of 
their motto.173 In this manner, more explicitly than in the previous years, God became one of the core 
elements of Southern nationalism. 
In this chapter, the role of religion in the argued distinction between the North and the South 
by the Confederate government will be assessed. Religion was yet another element that was used by 
the government to construct a distinct form of Confederate nationalism that could be conveyed to the 
Southern people. However, religion seemed from the onset a difficult element by which the South 
could claim to be distinctive from the North. Not only was religion to a large extent shared with the 
North, making a distinction – whether ethnic or civic – problematic, the North invoked religion in the 
same manner as the South did. Religion was to show the superiority over the enemy. In the words of 
United States’ President Abraham Lincoln: ‘Both read the same Bible, and pray to the same God; and 
each invokes His aid against the other. […] The prayers of both could not be answered; that of neither 
has been answered fully. The Almighty has its own purposes.’ Then how did the Confederate 
government use religion in its rhetoric? How did they try to make it one of the defining characteristics 
of Confederate nationalism opposed to the Northern variant? 
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It is not surprising that the Confederacy considered religion as being crucial for its nationalism. 
Religion is one of the most useful elements for bolstering patriotism and mobilizing a people behind a 
common cause. As shown in Political Religion Beyond Totalitarianism, sacred causes unite a people 
like nothing else. Sacred causes are worth fighting for, and override individual needs in order to protect 
the greater good. Moreover, religion significantly reduces the threshold to go to war for one’s country 
and perhaps even to pay the ultimate price for the benefit of the cause.174 This feeling of purpose is 
exactly what the Confederate government wanted to implement in the minds of its citizens. Especially 
when the fortunes of war began turning against the Confederacy in a military sense, the will of the 
people had to be reinforced. Here, religion played a crucial role. According to Beringer, religion was 
able to achieve in times of hardship what military victories achieved in better times.175  
This assessment on religion’s role in uniting a people behind a common cause is reinforced by 
historian David Potter’s argument that other (group) loyalties are crucial for the formation of an 
overarching national loyalty. In his The South and the Sectional Conflict, Potter argues that only 
individuals who are capable of a strong group loyalty are capable of becoming loyal to the nation at 
large. One of the most important of such group loyalties is religion. Instead of overriding and 
destroying these other group loyalties in order to boost national loyalty, governments should 
incorporate them into what Potter calls ‘one transcendent focus’.176 This is exactly what the 
Confederate government did when it made religion one of the core elements of Confederate 
nationalism. In linking the two with each other, it connected loyalty to the state with loyalty to God. 
Seeing that the United States was, as historian Randall Miller’s calls it, ‘the most Christian nation in 
1861’, it is easy to understand the impact this connection between religion and nationalism in the 
Confederacy potentially could have.177 
This connection between religion and American nationalism falls under what sociologist Robert 
Bellah calls ‘civil religion’, and finds its origins in the foundational period of the United States. The 
infusion of religion into American nationalism started with the Declaration of Independence and has 
been a key part of that nationalism ever since.178 As elaborated on in Political Religion Beyond 
Totalitarianism, through the ‘deification’ of democratic institutions and its respect for liberal values, 
civil religion has long been regarded as an inclusive way of entwining religion and the nation. One of 
the main conclusions of this study was, however, that this characterization was not entirely justified.179 
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The Confederacy was even deemed to be an example of the ‘contentious nature’ of civil religion due 
to the nation’s disregard of (some) individual freedoms.180 Nevertheless, the Confederate government 
did advocate for these freedoms and made them crucial for its nationalism. The message they created 
falls in line with ideas on civil religion, even though they indeed did not always uphold the ‘true nature’ 
of the concept. 
According to McPherson, religion is one of the elements that comprises the sense of identity 
that belongs to an ethnic form of nationalism.181 The link between religion and nationalism that is 
formed through civil religion does, as we have seen, show that religion can in fact also be used as an 
element of civic nationalism. The problem for the Confederacy was that the Union used religion in 
exactly the same (civic or civil) manner. This made a civic distinction between the North and the South 
through religion practically impossible. The only way to use religion as a distinguishing factor between 
the two sides was by making it an ethnic difference. Even though this was an almost equally difficult 
undertaking, the South could try to do so when they deemed it necessary. In the transatlantic arena, 
Confederate diplomats fervently argued that a shared religion, as part of the ‘community of descent’ 
was not a reliable criterion of nationality.182 How did they handle this issue at home? 
At home, instead of claiming that religion was a factor of distinctiveness between the South 
and the North, the Confederate government claimed that the Southern people were more devoted 
Christians than Northerners and that God favoured the South over the North. They acknowledged that 
both parties shared the same religion, but that the South was more virtuous and pious in this respect. 
Referring to religion was an effective way of assuring the loyalty of the Southern people, especially 
those who still felt torn between the American nationalism that they had so long been devoted to and 
the newly established Confederate nationalism. Religion became another example of the conservative 
nature of the Southern cause. It helped to show that Confederate nationalism was not radically 
different from (antebellum) American nationalism. Instead it was the successor of this genuine form 
of American nationalism as established by the Founding Fathers after the Revolution. 
In this respect, the Confederate government used its heritage to assure the Southern people 
that the South was especially religious, more so than the North. The inalienable rights that were 
established by the Founding Fathers – life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness – were endowed upon 
them by the ‘Creator’ himself.183 In building on these principles, and by protecting them, Southerners 
were in essence doing God’s will. As Davis ensured the Southern people at Richmond, it was the ‘sacred 
duty’ of the Southern people to transmit the ‘richest inheritance that ever fell to man’ to their children. 
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Preserving the constitutional liberty as established by the Founding Fathers was their ‘high and holy 
responsibility’.184  Stephens even went as far as to claim that the Constitution of the Founding Fathers 
was their ‘Ark of the Covenant’; and it was their duty to ‘keep it, and hold it, and preserve it forever’.185 
The most important way in which the South tried to show their superior religious nature over 
the North was through their Constitution. As it was heavily based on the United States Constitution – 
in most cases even an exact copy – the changes that were made are especially interesting in showing 
where and how the South distinguished itself from the North. One of these changes was the following 
addition to the preamble of the Constitution: ‘invoking the favor and guidance of Almighty God’.186 
This addition exemplifies the subtle manner in which the Confederate government made its nation 
more religious than the North. As Semmes stated on his proposed official motto, the Northern silence 
on the ‘subject of the deity’ made this possible. Thus, as Carp has shown, the Southern government 
infused its history with divine significance.187 It became a factor of great continuity and commonality 
for the Southern culture.188 At the same time, it gave the Southern people a sense of being the chosen 
people. And, as Rubin argued, this gave the war a higher purpose than simply politics.189 It did not, 
however, create a distinction between the North and the South in an ethnic way, something which was 
not the intention of the Confederate government at this stage of the conflict in the first place, who 
merely wanted to show that the South was more religious than the North. 
As Southerners claimed God had done with the principles on which the Confederacy was built, 
He also established the institutions that had a prominent place in the United States of the Founding 
Fathers. Davis had no doubt that the Confederate people could deal with such a difficult task as 
preserving these principles and institutions: ‘I believe that we shall we able to achieve the noble work, 
and that the institutions of our fathers will go to our children as sacred as they have descended to 
us.’190 One of the ‘institutions’ that Davis referred to was, as shown in the previous chapter, slavery. 
Thus religion was used to legitimize the one institution that set the South truly apart from the North. 
However, it also worked the other way around; by continuing the practice of slavery the South showed 
their superior religious nature over the North. The most outspoken government official on this matter 
was vice-president Stephens, who stated in Virginia that God had made one race inferior to the other. 
He continues to say that a true Christian ‘must take things as they find them, and do the best he can 
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with them as he finds them’.191 The ‘fanatics of the North’, in warring against the institution, are 
‘warring against the decrees of God Almighty’ himself.192 Such rhetoric made the North less and the 
South more Christian at the same time. 
That religion legitimized slavery – and that slavery made the South more religious – has been 
shown in numerous other studies on the subject as well. Manning has shown the Southern belief that 
slavery was a part of God’s plan for a well-ordered society. By remaining true to this social order, the 
South tried to retain the favour of God.193 Historian Edward Ayers has stated that this belief was 
reaffirmed by the fact that the Bible itself sanctioned the institution.194 Without slavery the South 
would not have believed itself to be a civilized, Christian nation.195 Historian Lynette Garrett even 
concluded that the Southerners believed that they, not Northerners, were appointed as the protectors 
of the enslaved Afro-American race.196 In other words, slavery made the Confederacy ‘a society more 
Christian than their foes’.197 Did the use of the element of religion in this manner also make the South 
ethnically different? It did not. It merely made the South more pious than their Northern counterparts. 
It did not take away the fact that both devoted themselves to the same God. 
Furthermore, the Confederate government used religion to inspire the Southern people and 
help them deal with the hardships of the war. In practically all of his speeches, Davis stressed that 
‘Providence’ had blessed the Southern cause. In his First Inaugural Address, for example, Davis stressed 
that should it come to a war between the North and the South he had no doubt that God would bless 
the ‘just cause’ – the Southern cause. With this ‘blessing of Providence’, the South would hold on to 
their ‘separate existence and independence’.198 This, the South would never cease to defend: ‘Then 
and then only will they rest from this struggle, to enjoy in peace the blessings which with the favor of 
Providence they have secured by the aid of their own strong hearts and sturdy arms.’199  
Similarly, the Confederate government claimed that God had aided – and would aid in the 
future – the Southern war effort. During his speech at Jackson, Mississippi, in 1862, Davis stated that 
the Confederacy could rely on the ‘valor and the assistance of God’ in this struggle. Through God’s 
assistance, the Confederate army itself had been elevated to a higher level: ‘I can truly say that an 
army more pious and more moral than that defending our liberties, I do not believe to exist.’200 As 
                                                          
191 Stephens, ‘Speech Before the Virginia Secession Convention’ (1861), 741. 
192 Ibidem, 742. 
193 Manning, ‘Wartime Nationalism and Race’, 54-5. 
194 Ayers, What Caused the Civil War. 
195 Onuf, Nations, Markets, and War, 341. 
196 L.A. Garrett, ‘Confederate Nationalism in Georgia, Louisiana, and Virginia During the American Civil War, 
1861-1965’ (Ph.D. Thesis American University, Washington 2012), 4. 
197 Miller, Religion and the American Civil War, 32. 
198 ‘Jefferson Davis’ First Inaugural Address’ (1861), 48. 
199 ‘Message of the President to the Congress of the Confederate States of America’ (1861). 
200 ‘Jefferson Davis’ Speech at Jackson’ (1862), 579. 
54 
 
such, the army was given a pious character as well. This pious army, in combination with God’s 
assistance, had granted the South many successes in the war. In 1864, Davis praised the Confederate 
generals and soldiers while he also could not fail to ‘perceive that a power higher than man has willed 
our deliverance, and gratefully to recognize the protection of a kind Providence in enabling us 
successfully to withstand the utmost efforts of the enemy for our subjugation.’201 In the same year, 
Congress concluded the same thing in their Address to the People of the Confederate states: ‘Inspired 
by a holy patriotism, again and again, have our brave soldiers, with the aid of Heaven, baffled the 
efforts of our foes.’202 A more compelling example of linking loyalty to God with patriotism will be hard 
to find. 
The Confederate government also stressed to the Southern people that their destiny was in 
God’s hands. Davis noted that the Southern people should ‘continue this struggle in humble reliance 
upon Providence’ to whose rule they should ‘confidently submit’ their ‘destinies’.203 A similar 
statement was made by Stephens, who stated that ‘the issue of this war, as of all wars, as well as the 
destinies of the nation, we should not forget, are in the hands of the Great Sovereign of the 
universe.’204 Such statements were meant to remind the Southern people that God was on the side of 
the right cause; and there was no doubt about who was pursuing the right cause in this conflict. 
Indirectly, however, it also meant that the Southern people should aid their government in this 
struggle, seeing that is was the government that was pursuing this God blessed righteous cause. Again, 
the individual’s duty to God was linked with the duty to the nation. Davis’s speech at Richmond 
exemplified this, where he stated to hope that ‘all pray to God to crown our cause’ while at the same 
time being convinced that there is no ‘true son of the South’ unwilling to ‘die or to conquer in the cause 
of liberty here.’205 
These statements by the Confederate government, that God had blessed the Southern cause 
and inspired the Southern people, were reinforced by the way the war developed in the first couple of 
years. Davis acknowledged this fact in his Second Inaugural Address in 1862, in which he concluded 
that ‘Providence’ had ‘visibly protected the Confederacy during its brief and eventful career’.206 In that 
same year Davis noted that God had protected the ‘infant Confederacy’, while he stated a year later 
that it was indeed God who had blessed the Confederacy with ‘successes disproportionate to our 
means’.207 This showed, according to the Confederate government, that the South was destined to 
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persevere. At the same time, God’s support of the Southern cause indirectly made him opposed to the 
Northern cause. A continued devotion would ensure God’s unending support and make the 
Confederate nation even more Christian. In any case, more Christian than their Northerners former 
countrymen. 
When the fortunes of the war began to turn against the Confederacy, however, the 
Confederate government had to adjust their message to the situation. In one of his last speeches as 
President of the Confederate States, Davis tried to inspire the Southern people by again referring to 
God’s commitment to the Southern cause:  ‘Let us not, then, despond, my countrymen; but, relying on 
the never-failing mercies and protecting care of our God, let us meet the foe with fresh defiance, with 
unconquered and unconquerable hearts.’208 The reason was clear; as Congress had reassured the 
Southern people in 1864, ‘blood is well shed when shed for our family, for our friends, for our kind, for 
our country, for our God.’209 In this manner, the government glorified Southern suffering in an ultimate 
effort to inspire the Southern people to once more give everything for the sacred Southern cause. 
Other than igniting the Southern spirit once again, the concept of Southern suffering served 
multiple other purposes for the Confederate government. As Bonner has shown, the large scale 
bloodshed and the mounting losses on the Southern side were given a sort of mystical significance. 
Confederates began to believe that these tribulations of war were part of God´s plan.210 Furthermore, 
as Quigley argued, this Southern suffering showed that the Confederacy deserved to be independent. 
The narrative of undeserved oppression and the ideas on Christian suffering gave the Southern people 
an intense feeling of victimhood. This victimhood convinced them that they deserved, more than 
anything, to become and remain an independent nation.211  
The use of religion to inspire the Southern people, to aid them in enduring the hardships of 
war, and to prove that the South deserved to be an independent nation cannot be seen as ethnic 
manifestations of Confederate nationalism. In neither of these uses the Confederate government 
claimed to be ethnically distinct from the Union. It merely showed that the Southern cause was the 
nobler one opposed to the Northern cause and that the South and religion were more intensely 
entwined than in the North. Thereby the Southern government ensured the loyalty of the Southern 
people – especially those who were still doubtful about where their allegiance should lie.  
There is, however, an example of the use of religion in the changed message of the 
Confederate government that comes close to creating an ethnic difference between the North and the 
South. In his speech at Richmond in 1863, Davis created a clear distinction between the North and the 
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South in terms of religion. In this speech, he characterized the North as the ‘insensate foe of religion 
as well as of humanity, of the altars as well as the hearthstone.’212 Davis continued by stating that every 
crime which could ‘characterize the course of demons’ has ‘marked the course of the invaders’.213 In a 
different speech in that same year, Davis followed up on this reasoning by labelling Northern actions 
as ‘unchristian hate’.214 A year later Davis was utterly convinced that ‘sooner or later Christendom must 
mete out to them the condemnation’ which the Northern ‘brutality deserves.’215 In this manner, Davis 
not only characterized Northerners as being less Christian than Southerners: they were anti-Christian. 
They did not devote themselves to the same God as the South and therefore were distinct from the 
Southern people. This is the first ethnic manifestation of the use of religion in the Confederate 
government’s rhetoric on the difference between both sides’ nationalism, showing that the character 
of Confederate nationalism changed over time, ever adjusting to the situation at hand. 
One other ethnic manifestation of the religious differences between the North and the South 
is the theory on Puritans versus Cavaliers. As McPherson has shown, Southerners claimed that they 
descended from English Cavaliers, while Northerners descended from English Puritans.216 This 
argument was most often made within the civil society sphere – by intellectuals, magazine editors, etc. 
– but there is one instance where Davis used this argument as well. In his speech at Jackson, Davis 
called Northers a ‘traditionless and a homeless race’ descending from the followers of Oliver 
Cromwell.217 Here he referred to Northerners as being Puritans: a distinct ‘race’ from Southerners. As 
an editor of the New York Times wrote in 1862: ‘every reader of history knows that religious difference 
was the very heart and soul of the feuds between Cavaliers and Puritans’.218 Therefore, this ethnic 
distinction that was made between the North and the South can indeed be seen as a religious one. It 
was arguably the most ethnically inspired distinction between the North and the South as formulated 
by the Confederate government during the war. 
The use of religious elements in the symbols of Confederate nationalism by the Confederate 
government illustrates its importance for said nationalism. Religious elements featured on two of the 
most important symbols of Confederate nationalism, namely the national flag and the official national 
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seal. As historian John Coski has shown in The 
Confederate Battle Flag, the Confederacy had a 
tendency of using Christian symbols in its flags. 
The most prominent of these was the Battle Flag 
(see figure 6). The X-shaped cross on the flag 
traces its origins to the Christian martyr St. 
Andrew, and thus is in essence a Christian 
symbol.219 Due to its success on the battlefield and 
its widespread popularity amongst the 
Confederate soldiers and the Southern people at large, it was in 1863 incorporated into the new 
national flag by the Confederate government.220 Here, it served as an inspiration to the Southern 
people that their nation retained the ultimate favour of God and his intervention in their holy cause.221 
With the incorporation of the text Deo Vindice on the official seal of the Confederate States, a 
religious element was featured on another prominent symbol of Confederate nationalism. The 
centrality of the reference to God, alongside with references to the Confederate heritage (through the 
image of Washington) and the Confederate institutions (through the images of the Southern crops) 
again shows the key role of religion to Confederate nationalism as created by the Confederate 
government. Interestingly, both symbols were approved by the Confederate government around the 
same time in 1863. This feat reinforces the argument that it was around this time that the Confederate 
government changed its nationalist message into a more ‘’Confederate’’ message. Religion, evidently, 
was part of this new Confederate nationalism. Old ties with the United States, at first deliberately 
preserved to give the Confederate cause a conservative nature and to assure the allegiance of doubtful 
Southerners, were cut. Nevertheless, the religious elements in these symbols were not truly part of a 
newly created ethnic distinction between the North and the South. They were merely used to 
emphasize the religious nature of the South; they did not show the religious distinctiveness between 
the two sides. 
The use of religion in the government’s, created, form of Confederate nationalism shows that 
it is difficult to claim this nationalism to be either of an ethnic or a civic nature. In theory, religion can 
be used – among other elements – to show an ethnic distinctiveness between different groups. 
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States of America’. (Retrieved at 8-12-2018). 
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Examples of this can be found all over the world today. On the other hand, through the concept of civil 
religion, religion could become an element of civic nationalism as well. In the case of the Confederacy, 
however, religion was used predominantly to show the supreme religious nature of the Confederacy 
over the North. Religion was, with two notable exceptions, not used as a means to create a true ethnic 
distinctiveness between the two sides of the conflict. However, the two exceptions, the ‘unchristian’ 
nature of the North and their ‘Puritan heritage’, do show that at the same time religion could be used 
show the ethnic otherness of the North by the Confederate government. In times of need, the 
Confederate government could call upon such rhetoric to bolster patriotism among the Southern 
people and reinvigorate the Southern fighting spirit. If anything, this proves the potential of 
nationalism to be framed at will and the wedge-driving potential such rhetoric can have. 
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Conclusion 
 
Whether the Confederate government framed their nationalism in an ethnic or civic manner remains 
a question to which no clear cut answer can be given. In this thesis, the difficulty of distinguishing 
between both forms of nationalism is put forward and the usefulness of the binary distinction is 
questioned. In the case of Confederate nationalism, much depended on the targeted audience as well 
as the specific situation of the war. Abroad, a different form of nationalism was needed to convince 
the European powers of supporting the Confederate cause than at home. At home, the Confederate 
government constantly rethought the way in which to frame their nationalism. The use of the four 
different elements of Confederate nationalism that have been highlighted in this thesis – heritage, 
principles, institutions, and religion – exemplify this. Even though some of these elements would in 
theory fit easier into either form of nationalism, at times they were used in the opposite manner. In 
general, during relatively quiet times a more civic-oriented form of nationalism was adopted while at 
times of hardship a more ethnic message was brought forward. This never remained fixed, however, 
and a change into an ethnic or civic use of each element occurred frequently. Consequently, it is 
practically impossible to call Confederate nationalism either wholly ethnic or civic. 
Therefore, this thesis advocates a more nuanced use of the concepts ethnic and civic 
nationalism which allows room for complexities. In the historiography of the Civil War, at times a rigid 
distinction is made between both forms of nationalism. Especially the distinction between a Northern 
civic form of nationalism and a Southern ethnic form of nationalism lacks the necessary subtlety. Such 
a distinction neglects the complex nature of both Northern and Southern nationalism. The difference 
between the actual content of the message and its ultimate purpose should not be overlooked. Civic 
elements of nationalism could be used in an ethnic manner and vice versa. It all depended on the way 
the nationalistic message was framed. This can be seen, for example, in the use of heritage by the 
Confederate government. In the early years of the war, the distinction between Northerners and 
Southerners in this regard was a civic one. Southerners were deemed to be more loyal to the civic 
nationalist principles and institutions as established by the Founding Fathers. However, a few years 
later the distinction in terms of heritage became increasingly ethnic. Southerners claimed to be the 
only one loyal to the heritage of the Founding Fathers and supposedly even descended from a different 
people altogether. Thus, the contents of the element of heritage did not change as much as the 
purpose did. This is not to say that the distinction between ethnic and civic nationalism is not 
altogether useful. Both concepts serve as a helpful tool for understanding nationalism and its 
dynamics. However, the difference between content and purpose and the fact that nationalism 
constantly develops, shows that a characterization of nationalism as either one or the other is 
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practically impossible. When the distinction is made nonetheless, it obscures much and therefore is at 
times problematic. 
In this thesis, I argue that neither the use of nationalism itself nor the concepts of ‘framing’ 
and ‘othering’ follows a linear line of development or should be regarded as fixed concepts. For the 
concept of framing, this applies to both the historic and the present-day point of view. From the 
historic point of view, the way the heritage, principles, institutions and religion were framed constantly 
changed. The government continuously assessed what was needed and how the different elements of 
Confederate nationalism could be fitted into its narrative. Each of these elements could be adopted to 
fit into a more ethnic or civic framework. When this could not convincingly be done, their importance 
for Confederate nationalism at large could be downgraded. An example of this process is the use of 
the element of religion in the Confederate nationalistic message. Initially, by emphasizing the blending 
of religion with the state and its civic nationalist principles to a larger extent than in the North, religion 
was to a certain degree made a civic element of distinction between the North and the South. The 
Confederate government acknowledged that both parties were Christian, but the Confederacy at large 
was more devoted to Christianity than the Union was. Over time, however, religion was used to show 
traces of ethnic differences between Southerners and Northerners. At one point, the latter were even 
deemed to be anti-Christian. Thus during the course of the war religion was framed to fit both a more 
civic and ethnic nationalistic narrative. It exemplifies that individual elements of Confederate 
nationalism rarely completely disappeared; their purpose merely changed. This framing and re-framing 
all depended on the day-to-day realities of a particular situation in the war and thus never was a 
continuous or linear process. From a present-day point of view, a challenge is to look at past events 
without blatantly placing them into present-day frames. In the case of Confederate nationalism, this 
could happen when solely looking at either the content or purpose of Confederate nationalism. Both 
do not have to be either ethnic or civic at the same time. Therefore, looking at the past through these 
present-day frames, useful as they are, could lead to flawed conclusions. 
Furthermore, this study has shown that ´othering´ is, again, not a fixed concept. The case of the 
Confederacy exemplified how one´s idea of the ´enemy´ can change over time. The Confederate 
government affirmed connections with the Northern ‘other’ during the period of secession. 
Northerners were their brothers who unfortunately chose to follow a different path than their 
Southern relatives did. The Confederate government severed these connections, however, during 
times of hardship. Then, Northerners became a true ‘other’: a barbarian people that had descended 
from a different race than Southerners had. Thus, ´othering´ also rarely follows a linear development. 
It is a process that is constantly in motion and which is closely tied to changing ideas on one´s identity. 
The Southern government’s quest to find a suitable identity exemplifies this. This identity constantly 
changed during the course of the war and the Northern identity against which it was created changed 
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alongside it. This process was one of the most effective ways of conveying a sense of uniqueness 
amongst the Southern people. The change Confederate symbolism underwent between 1861 and 
1865 is especially illustrative in this regard. 
The case of Confederate nationalism has also shown that within the concept of nationalism in 
general one should look beyond binaries. As Ayers explained on the Civil War specifically, ´we search 
for opposites and contrasts to explain the war´.222 This tendency resurfaces frequently when studying 
nationalism elsewhere. In reality, the use of nationalism is constantly in motion and assumes different 
identities in different situations. Therefore, nationalism should also not be seen as a fixed notion that 
can be labelled on individual cases. Its use depends on many factors, such as the targeted audience, 
the convictions of the creators, or the period in time. The elements it consists of also continuously 
change. Elements could be added or removed, they could gain importance or their importance could 
be diminished, and their meaning could altogether change. An example in this regard is use of the 
institution of slavery for Confederate nationalism. At first, slavery was only indirectly mentioned in the 
nationalistic narrative by the government. After the Emancipation Proclamation, however, this relative 
silence on the institution no longer held and the government became more outspoken on the matter. 
Through defending the institution, the Confederate government made it more important to their 
nationalistic narrative. In general, labelling nationalism – through concepts like ethnic and civic 
nationalism – might help understand it, but this should never neglect the underlying complexity. 
Therefore, this study advocates attention to continuities as well as discontinuities. The emphasis 
should not just lie on what is in- or excluded in a form of nationalism, but also on how it developed 
over time and in different geographic areas. If Confederate nationalism, as created by the Confederate 
government, changed so profoundly in a mere five years, what can then be revealed in different cases, 
on different scales, or in different periods of time? 
For future studies into Civil War, or, more specifically, Confederate nationalism, I propose 
looking beyond the perspectives of nation states, either on a national or transnational scale. As the 
case of Confederate nationalism as studied in this thesis has demonstrated, the impact of individuals 
or certain events on nationalistic narratives was profound. Especially interesting will be studies into 
nationalistic narratives on different geographic scales. The reception of these narratives on a state, 
regional, municipal or other level or the impact of these individual levels on the general narrative could 
help us understand the complexities of nationalism. The nation state perspective has offered much in 
this respect, but other perspectives have much to offer as well when it comes to deepening our 
understanding of Confederate nationalism or the American South at large. 
                                                          
222 Ayers, What Caused the Civil War. 
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In his Building the American State, political scientist Stephen Skowronek argues that the United 
States only truly became the nation as we know it today after the American Civil War ended.223 In this 
new nation and especially in its nationalism, ideals of both the North and the South played an 
important role. When looking beyond the differences, similarities can be found in the foundations on 
which both Northern and Southern nationalism were built during the Civil War. This is not to diminish 
the differences between both sides, most importantly the role of slavery in Confederate nationalism 
and Southern society in general. The institution was so heavily imbedded in the Southern culture that 
it played a role, directly or indirectly, in every element of Confederate nationalism. However, in 
essence, several of the foundational elements of Northern and Southern nationalism overlapped and 
together formed the basis for post-Civil War American nationalism. An understanding of this part of 
the American past and its complexity is what it lacking in the present-day debate on the legacy of the 
Confederacy in the United States. Most attention goes out to facts or ‘alternative facts’. Participants 
in this debate look at the past to find out how it can be used today instead of trying to understand it. 
This, often, tells us more about the present that about the past itself. The main focus today, as was the 
case in the past, lies on creating and using binaries. In the academic debate this is expressed through 
the ethnic-civic distinction. In the public debate – in the past as well as the present – this revolved 
around the distinction between North and South. This, once again,  illustrates the impact of framing 
on the past and the present. President Trump’s involvement in the Charlottesville riots has not defused 
the tensions between both parties. Trump’s remark was never intended to further mutual 
understanding, let alone overcome the habit of thinking and talking in terms of binaries. Ironically, 
however, from his ill-considered and misplaced remark a shred of useful information can be deduced. 
A better understanding of ‘both sides’, which was not intended by Trump, might bring both parties 
closer together and enable them to come to terms with their past which, in the end, is a shared one. 
   
                                                          
223 S. Skowronek, Building a New American State: the Expansion of National Administrative Capacities, 1877-
1920 (Cambridge 1982). 
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